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The aim of this doctoral project has been to study so-called non-idiomatic improvisa-
tion in ensembles consisting of two or three musicians who play together without any
restrictions regarding style or genre and without having predetermined what is to be
played or how they should play.

The background to this thesis has been the author’s own free improvising, which he
has pursued since 1974, and the questions that have arisen whilst music-making. The
thesis takes three of these questions as its point of departure:

- what is free ensemble improvisation, what characterizes free ensemble improvisa-
tion and how can it be defined

- how does free ensemble improvisation relate to:

-- instrumental technique

-- idiomatic improvisation and stylistic influences

- - composition

-- interpretation

-- aleatorics and indeterminacy

-- different types of sytems (e.g. biological, social, dynamic/chaotic systems)

- what might a conceptual model as a theoretical base for free ensemble improvisa-
tion look like?

The artistic/performative part of this research project has primarily consisted of public

concerts, as a result of longer/shorter periods of cooperation with four permanent and a

number of temporary (ad hoc) ensembles.

The results provide a better understanding of what free ensemble improvisation is,
in what respects it differs from other forms of music-making and how it can be defined.
Free ensemble improvisation’s relations to the points mentioned above were found to
be more multifaceted than expected. However, it was possible to attain a basic two-
layered conceptual model as a theoretical base for free ensemble improvisation and, in
its extension, as a basis for the analysis of free ensemble improvisation.

The study includes numerous concert projects, of which several are recorded and in-
cluded in this book on two CDs with MP3 files.
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Foreword

This thesis has been written within the discipline: Musical Performance and Inter-
pretation at the Academy of Music and Drama, at the Faculty of Fine, Applied and
Performing Arts, the University of Gothenburg. Its target audience is primarily myself,
since my original (and ever-ongoing) underlying driving force has been to better
understand and structure what I have been doing musically for more than 30 years.
Apart from this, it is, of course, my hope that others, and among these chiefly other free
improvisers, may find out something constructive from this thesis, as a contribution to
their own activity.

I would like to thank my supervisors Magnus Eldenius and Johannes Landgren who,
very tactfully, have allowed me to find my way, and when it has been called for, have
contributed suggestions that have made the work better. Your comments have always
been made constructively.

I would also like to thank my friends and acquaintances, all of whom have
contributed comments and advice, even these constructive. The value of constructive
criticism within the realm of artistic research cannot be underestimated, since artistic
research really means that one, through one's own artistic work and reflections on it,
opens oneself to inspection and criticism. And, in the final analysis, it is I who am my
own object of research.

My thanks also go to all the musicians I have met over the years. Nobody has taught
me more about free improvisation than you. There are a great number of you, and if I
were to begin counting names, I would certainly forget at least one person, which is
why I choose to refrain.

My sincere thanks go to George Kentros and Lynn Preston for their invaluable help
with the translation of this thesis.

As is customary in these contexts, one should also thank one’s life companion for
their patience. This applies at least as much in this case, and also includes a markedly
reduced financial situation during the years this project came to fruition. Thank you
Anne-Catherine - without you, there would be no thesis!






Intro

1 The path

I came to Gothenburg at the end of the 1960s to study. Within a few weeks I was also, due
to circumstances that are still unclear to me, engaged as a bass player in some smaller
ensembles, as well as being a conductor and arranger for a wind orchestra. This latter job
was one of the reasons for me becoming interested in free ensemble improvisation.

Back then, before the advent of computer note-writing programs, arranging for a
large orchestra entailed first writing out a score, and then writing everything once again as
individual parts. This was quite a time-consuming procedure since everything was written
by hand. When the arrangements were transformed into music, one or both of two things
almost always occurred: not all the necessary musicians were present (it was an amateur
wind orchestra), and/or those musicians who were present couldn’t play the arrangement
the way I had wanted. Both phenomena provoked the questions of whether one might be
able to make music in an ensemble without written notes, and without being dependent
on a certain combination of instruments or the technical level of the musicians.

Another reason was my job as a teacher of music theory at what was then called
SAMUS (the first higher education programme in music in Sweden where not only art
music and classical music from the western world was sung and played, but where jazz, folk
music, pop music and rock music, among other genres, were also important expressions of
music). There, I met people who had been exposed to the free improvisation wave that was
established in the US and Europe at that time (early 1970s). The phenomenon was
interesting enough in itself, and pointed, at the same time, to a possible answer to the
questions posed in the above paragraph.

Therefore, in 1974, some like-minded musicians and I formed a free improvisational
big band. None of us had that much experience of free improvisation, but that didn’t
worry us particularly. My experience from this group was that it was possible to make
music in a meaningful way in an ensemble, and even in a large ensemble, without sheet
music, without being dependent on all musicians being there every time, and together
with musicians of varying technical levels. The ensemble existed for a few years but
gradually broke up, since the musicians chose other paths or different ensembles, as well as
due to a lack of any specific projects.

This initial experience whetted my appetite and was followed by several ephemeral
smaller/small free improvisation ensembles and even more temporary jams.
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During the 80s, I also became interested in free ensemble improvisation in vocal form.
The voice, our most central instrument, is, however, so close to us that free vocal ensemble
music-making turned out to be personally stressful. In these free vocal improvisations, it
was sometimes painfully clear that it was one’s own little unprotected self, that one put out
on show. Sheet music and/or instruments can, in instances like these, work as a shield,
putting something between oneself and others (e.g. between oneself and one’s co-
musicians / one's audience). It demands great courage to 'push the limits', but it is also,
paradoxically enough, much more difficult to do something halfhearted vocally than it is
to do it instrumentally.

These experiences made me reflect on who one really is as a musician and human
being, reflections that contributed to both musical and personal development. Seen from
this perspective, perhaps all musicians should, at some point in their lives, go through a
period of free vocal ensemble improvisation (the context allows all voice qualities to be
good enough). However, these processes of human and musical self-examination exist, and
existed, even when freely improvising on an instrument, an observation that, as has been
corroborated through conversations, holds true not only for me but for most impro-
visational musicians with whom I have spoken. (see 6.1.2 Ensemble)

In the 1990s, I gradually returned to instrumental free ensemble improvisation, and
participated in small temporary ensembles and jams. At the end of the 90s, a free impro-
visation big band was once again formed, with some of the same musicians as during the
70s. The maturing process that took place during the more than 20-year interval
manifested itself clearly (more on this below). However, even this band was eventually
dissolved, and for basically the same reasons as the one from the 70s.

In 2001, I began this research project, which overlapped with the free improvisation
big band for three years. Since then, my music-making has only taken place in smaller
ensembles, sometimes relating to, and sometimes wholly separate from, my work on this
project.

My music-making has, with very few exceptions, taken place in Gothenburg. That I
have not searched around the world, or even outside of Gothenburg, for contacts and gigs
has, of course, lowered me a few rungs on the name-dropping ladder. As compensation,
the excellent improvisation musicians I have met at home make that loss miniscule. Nor
do I believe that freely improvised music sounds so different or gives one that much more
if one plays in New York or London than if one plays in Gothenburg. Finally, I think it’s
nice to avoid travelling around, since travelling steals time from work. This latter state of
affairs has been possible because since 1974 I have had my job as a teacher in music theory
as an economic base. This base has also given me the option of more or less freely choosing
when, with whom, and, to a certain extent, where I want to play, a possibility that I have
come to appreciate more and more through the years.

Achieving honour, fame and economic rewards through free ensemble improvisation
are rather utopian ambitions for music-making of this kind. I have actually never met a
mature free improviser who has had these ambitions, either. What free ensemble impro-
visation gives me, instead, consists of an artistic, a pedagogical and a therapeutic com-
ponent.

The artistic component of free ensemble improvisation has to do, in some way, or
rather in the way of the participating musicians, with creating as good music as possible.
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The pedagogical component has to do with free ensemble music-making being a music
school in itself: instrumentally, form- and material-wise (gestures, processing of gestures,
etc.), and not least the listening aspect, since what one hears is the only musical informa-
tion that is available. This latter aspect also contributes to the development of musical
attention and memory. What the therapeutic component is about has already been
touched upon in the form of human and musical self-examination. Fortunately enough,
this component has, moreover, proved to be a tonic for my soul. I have sometimes been
rather tired and unenthusiastic when I have arrived at improvisation sessions, but gone
from them with a lighter step and with more energy.

Finally, free ensemble improvisation comprises, or rather is, musical interaction in
real-time through the meeting with other musicians, an opinion that is the most pro-
minent strand of thought throughout this entire thesis. The three components outlined
above are a part of this interaction. (see 6.3 Definitions)
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2 Questions, method and disposition

Questions

From the beginning, this research project has had three fundamental questions: 1) what
characterizes free ensemble improvisation; 2) how does free ensemble improvisation relate
to other phenomena such as e.g. composition, aleatorics, indeterminacy etc.; and 3) what
might a conceptual model as a theoretical basis for free ensemble improvisation look like?

I call these three questions fundamental questions. To each fundamental question,
belong several related questions. Some of them were there from the beginning, and some
of them grew out of my work on this project. The questions are shown here and treated
within parts I-III. The answers are summarized in the Outro.

What characterizes free ensemble improvisation? (part I)

What are the differences between solo and ensemble improvisation apart from the obvious
numerical difference? (section 6.1.1 Solo - ensemble)

Can one find any central/general viewpoints on free ensemble improvisation and the effects
it can have on its practitioners? (section 6.1.2 Ensemble)

What characterizes short-term and long-term collaboration, respectively?
(section 6.1.3 Short-term - long-term collaboration)

Is there an ideal size for a free improvisation ensemble?
(section 6.1.4 Ensemble size — large ensembles — directing)

What characterizes large free improvisation ensembles?
(section 6.1.4 Ensemble size - large ensembles - directing)

Which principal methods of directing exist for free ensemble improvisation, and what effects
does directing have on the latter? (section 6.1.4 Ensemble size — large ensembles -
directing)

What importance does listening have in general in free ensemble improvisation?
(section 6.2.1 Listening)

How does my listening work in free ensemble improvisation? (section 6.2.1 Listening)

Which sound properties do I relate to, and how do they function within my listening?
(section 6.2.1 Listening)

Which relations do I account for in my listening?
(section 6.2.1 Listening)

What are gestures and sections? (section 6.2.1 Listening)

How does the individual improvisational process take place in free ensemble improvisation?
(section 6.2.2 Process)
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What do the terms interaction, communication and conversation mean in free ensemble
improvisation? (section 6.2.3 Interaction - communication — conversation)

Which ways of interaction occur in free ensemble improvisation, and which connections are
there between ways of interaction and relations?
(section 6.2.4 Ways of interaction - relations — complexity)

What affects complexity in free ensemble improvisation?
(section 6.2.4 Ways of interaction - relations - complexity)

How can free ensemble improvisation be defined? (section 6.3 Definitions)
What is intuitive music? (section 7 Intuitive music)

What does the word ‘free’ mean in free ensemble improvisation?
(section 8 A word about freedom)

How can free ensemble improvisation be evaluated? (section 9 Evaluation)

How does free ensemble improvisation relate to . . .2 (part II)

How does free ensemble improvisation relate to instruments?
(section 12 Free improvisation - instrument, technique and virtuosity)

How does free ensemble improvisation relate to technique?
(section 12 Free improvisation - instrument, technique and virtuosity)

How does free ensemble improvisation relate to virtuosity?
(section 12 Free improvisation - instrument, technique and virtuosity)

What skills are important in free ensemble improvisation?
(section 12 Free improvisation - instrument, technique and virtuosity)

How does free ensemble improvisation relate to idiomatic improvisation?
(section 13.1 Free improvisation - idiomatic improvisation)

How does free ensemble improvisation relate to stylistic influences?
(section 13.2 Free improvisation - stylistic influences)

How does free ensemble improvisation relate to composition?
(section 14.1 Differences, 14.2 Similarities)

How does free ensemble improvisation relate to mixed forms of improvisation and
composition? (section 14.3 Mixed forms)

How does free ensemble improvisation relate to interpretation?
(section 15 Free improvisation - interpretation)
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How does free ensemble improvisation relate to aleatorics - indeterminacy?
(section 16 Free improvisation — aleatorics — indeterminacy)

How does free ensemble improvisation relate to system analogies?
(section 17 Free improvisation — system analogies)

What might a conceptual model as a theoretical basis for free ensemble improvisation
look like? (part III, section 18, 19)

Method

If there is to be any point in the term artistic research, it must contain something other
than that which is only called art. (Grahn-Hinnfors 2000)

[Ska det vara nagon vits med begreppet konstnérlig forskning maste det innehalla nagot

annat dn det som enbart kallas konst. (Grahn-Hinnfors 2000)]

For me, artistic research is when a practicing artist researches his own practice, his own
performance. This assumes that the researcher/interpreter, besides performing, also reflects
on his artistic work.

These reflections must also be put into a context consisting of the reflections of other
practitioners and/or non-practitioners concerning their own and/or others’ perform-
ance(s), and/or reflections concerning related phenomena that, for various reasons, can be
seen as relevant to one’s own performance and/or reflections on it. One’s own reflections
must be related to the reflections of others.

Finally, performance, reflection and relating, where the latter may well give birth to
more reflections, must be represented in some form. The choice of the form(s) of repre-
sentation must, of course, be adapted to the characteristics of each respective art form but
also to what the respective researcher/artist himself feels is a fitting form of representation.

My performance consists of participation in free ensemble improvisations. Some of these
are recorded. The recordings are live recordings, that is, recordings of concerts that have
had an audience. They are, with certain exceptions, made with quite simple equipment: a
DAT tape recorder (Sony TCD-D8) and a stereo microphone (Sony ECM-MS957). The
sound quality and the dynamic balance between the instruments are, of course, affected by
this; however, this is a price I was willing to pay in order to capture the direct live situation
as much as possible without being disturbed by obtrusive studio equipment. The musicians
have sometimes not even been aware of the fact that the concerts were being recorded.
Other recordings besides my own recordings are the recordings from 25" October 2001,
13" May 2004, 26" November 2004 and 24" March 2005, which were recorded by the
Academy, using two better microphones. The recordings are supplied in the MP3 format.
(see appendix A1 Overview of concerts, recordings and presentations)

My reflections are not limited to the project period (2001-2005); rather, they stretch
from 1974 to the present day, and will hopefully continue into the future. The reflective
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process has, however, become more intense during the project period. Generally speaking,
the reflections in this written part of the research project can be seen as an accumulated
report on the present, since I do not have so many reflections represented in writing from
earlier times. The time span of the reflections does, however, result in my not being able
(nor do I find it especially interesting) to corroborate statements or ideas about free
ensemble improvisation with direct references to specific places on a specific recording; the
perspective of these reflections is much longer than this.

The reflections of others, to which I have related my own, have been taken from the
literature. This can be roughly divided into doctoral theses, books and articles. The number
of theses with free ensemble improvisation as their subject is not great. As far as I can tell,
most of these are found in my list of references. In other words, free ensemble impro-
visation is a young/small area of research. The river of books and articles on the subject is
not so enormous, either, and may rather be likened to a still creek. I have limited myself to
seeking the reflections of others in written form because I have judged these to be generally
more well thought-out than answers to interview questions. The exceptions are certain
articles that consist of interviews with improvising musicians. The choice of literature has
sprung from my research questions, and, within the framework of these questions, from my
own subjective interests and values. During the course of this project, I have, however,
sometimes happened upon literature that has contained reflections that did not have
anything directly to do with my research questions but which I have found to be of interest
as complementary information, and to which I therefore have also related reflections
towards. These reflections can be seen as bonus material by those who, like me, find them
interesting, and as unnecessary material by everyone else. This pertains to sections:

- 3 Reasons for improvising freely

- 4 Personal prerequisites

- 5 Background of free improvisation

- 10 Spiritual aspects of free improvisation

- 11 Three poems on improvisation (no personal reflections on this section, however)
- 19.1.2 More about objects

- 19.2.2 More about properties

- 19.3.2 More about relations.

Starting with my own performance, the work method can be described as follows:

my reflections

on my performance are being related to the reflections of others on their
and/or others’ performance(s) and/or on
related phenomena.

My own reflections and the reflections of others are represented in written form below.
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There is no logical way to discover the elementary laws - there is only the way of intuition —
based on feeling and living the experience.! (Gyllensten 2004: 82)

[Det finns ingen logisk vig for att uppticka de elementdra lagarna — det finns bara

intuitionens vag — grundad pé inlevelse i erfarenheten. (Gyllensten 2004: 82)]

My statements and/or musings on free ensemble improvisation spring from precisely this:
“intuition - based on feeling and living the experience”. My reflections are pervasively
based on practice, they are the reflections of a practitioner.

From this point on, the terms improvisation or free improvisation are used synonymously
with free ensemble improvisation unless otherwise specified.

Disposition

Here, the term disposition means the way the written part of the thesis is organised.
Between the Intro and Outro are parts I-III. Each section within these three parts is itself
in three parts and begins with references to the reflections of different authors that I felt
were relevant to the section. These references comprise my own interpretation of the
respective author. In references that consist of one paragraph, the author, year and page
number are supplied at the end of the paragraph. If the references consist of more than one
paragraph, the author and year are supplied at the beginning of the first paragraph, and
page numbers at the end of each paragraph. For the sake of clarity, the references are
shadowed.

After the references come summaries combined with my own reflections, where the
summaries consist of excerpts from the references that I have taken an interest in. The
summaries are presented in point form, with one indentation and with smaller font size. If
more than one summary category occurs within one section, the categories are marked
with capital letters. My reflections on the summaries come directly after each respective
summary(-ies) with normal font size and without indentations. The exception to this
division into three parts within parts I-III is section 11 (Three poems on improvisation),
which stands alone.

Sometimes, my reflections contain references/quotes from other authors. When this is
the case, it is because I have felt that these texts did not have a natural place among the
references under the title of each section but had a function within my reflections. These
references/quotes are indented paragraphs, shadowed and are marked with an asterisk (*).
The quotes that are included, both in the references and in my reflections, are marked with
quotation marks as usual, or take the form of free paragraphs with three indentations and
smaller font size.

The organization of the sections within parts I-III can be likened to a free ensemble
improvisation, where the references are my ‘co-musicians’. I discovered this afterwards,

From Gerald Holton: “Mach, Einstein and the Search for Reality”, Thematic Origins of Scientific Thought,
Harvard University Press, 1973. First published in Daedalus, Spring 1968.
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and came to appreciate this as an extra quality in this thesis, which is why I kept it. The
different parts can be seen as sections, with the sections under each respective part as sub-
sections. Or, conversely, the sections can be seen as sections and the parts as meta-
sections. This form does not, however, hold for the part of the thesis that precedes part I,
nor for the part of the thesis that follows part III.

The three-part division of each section can be seen as something similar to the
improvisational process as it is described in section 6.2.2 (Process). The references
correspond to what I hear from my co-musicians (step i); the summaries are how that
which is heard is processed (step ii); and my reflections are what I, myself, do (step iii).
Seen from this perspective, both the references and my reflections can be seen as gestures
within each respective section, and the summaries as that which I relate to from the
‘reference-gestures’.

If one wants, one can, in this text, also find the material relation ‘repetition’ in the
form called ‘recurrence’ (see 19.3.2 More about relations), which applies, for example, to
the ‘motive/gesture’ musical interaction. If one wants, one can also read a musical analogy
in the division into fundamental questions and partial questions; in the same way that
partial tones colour fundamental tones, the partial questions colour the fundamental
questions.

Once during this thesis project, I was asked what this way of writing contributes. There
are at least three answers to this question. The first is that it does not contribute anything
at all, but simply makes the text more difficult to understand. The second is that it is just
an alternative way of writing that I prefer among other alternative ways of writing. The
third is that through this manner of writing, both form and content shed light on the
subject, each in their own way, and that therefore they complement one another. I prefer
the third answer, even though the consequence of this way of writing may make
comprehension of the text more difficult, since it is, for example, more difficult to begin
reading randomly in the text without having read this section first. But why should a text
about something that, in itself, can be rather complex, be easy to understand, especially if
even the form of the textual organization attempts to shed light on the complexity of the
subject? Apart from the third answer, I found certain indirect support for keeping this
writing style after having read Mot metodtvinget? and Artistic Research’. In the former
book, this is thanks to its undogmatic approach to research in general, and in the latter,
thanks to the undogmatic attitude that is adopted towards artistic research in particular.

As a consequence of this method, the reflections, both of others (references) and of mine,
are allowed to stand independently. This may also increase the chance of the reader
drawing different conclusions and of his reflections differing from mine. This would be a
positive development since my goal has not been to state what free ensemble
improvisation is per se, but rather to attempt to explain what it looks like to me at least.

Paul Feyerabend. Arkiv, Lund. Original title: Against Method. Transl. Thomas Brante and Cecilia Hansson,
2000. ISBN 91 7924 117 4.

Mika Hannula — Juha Suoranta — Tere Vadén. Academy of Fine Arts, Helsinki and University of Gothenburg
/ ArtMonitor, 2005. ISBN 951-563-2743-1.



INTRO

This text should therefore be seen as a contribution to a dialogue-based striving towards
understanding and explication, with a parallel striving towards a dialogue-based
evaluation, which is named in section 9 (Evaluation). It would be unfortunate if this
striving ever reached its goal, but I do not think there is any great risk of this happening.

The independence of the references also highlights the independence of their content.
Even though the references are my own interpretations of my ‘co-musicians’, my goal has,
of course, been to understand and reproduce each ‘co-musician’s’ opinion(s), not to put
my own words in their mouths. I have, therefore, as far as possible, used the respective
author’s own words. My inclusion of these references does not, however, mean that I
automatically agree with nor disagree with their content - it only means that I have found
them relevant to their respective sections. I listen, so to speak, to my co-musicians and let
them speak for themselves. For this reason, I have, in my reflections, shown various
degrees of sympathy for the opinions in the references I have ‘processed’. I choose to say
this because reactions from readers during the course of this work have shown that this has
not always been understood.

The critical view of notation and notes that sometimes comes across in the references and
in my reflections has also sometimes led to two misunderstandings. The first, based partly
on the misunderstandings mentioned in the previous paragraph, depends on the belief that
I want to erase notes and notation from music. The second, which is also dependent on
the first, depends on the suspicion that I might think so because I myself have a difficult
relation to notes.

This critical view towards notes/notation is not, however, meant to eliminate them -
which, by the way, would be both meaningless and also destructive, besides the obvious
fact that a free improviser obviously cannot fight against plurality — but rather strives for a
more balanced view of the value of notation and the value and weight of its sounding
result in relation to improvised music. Not least, this critical view is meant to create a more
reasonable balance between mostly self-appointed evaluators for the evaluation of the
respective methods of making music directly or indirectly, and the results of these
methods. It goes without saying that one cannot judge one method with the evaluative
conditions of another.

The second misunderstanding is parried by the fact that, be it ever so uneven, I have a
note-based education in song, piano-, viola-, double bass-, trombone- and tuba-playing,
arranging and conducting; that I have worked as a musician, arranger and conductor in
note-based contexts, and that I have, since 1974, made my living as a teacher, mostly of
music theory (harmony, counterpoint, arranging, etc.). (see 1 The path)

10



| Free improvisation

3 Reasons for improvising freely

REFERENCES

Steve Lacy, interviewed by Bailey, improvises because there exists in it

a freshness, a certain quality, which can only be obtained by improvisation, something
you cannot possibly get from writing. It is something to do with the ‘edge’. Always be-
ing on the brink of the unknown and being prepared for the leap. /.../ If through that
leap you find something then it has a value which I don't think can be found in any
other way. I place a higher value on that than on what you can prepare.

(Bailey 1993: 57-58)

For Briggs (1986), “the values of improvisation are to be found in the experience of its
creation”. (p. xii)
Improvisation “develops concentration, memory and musical skills that have broad

applications in both compositional and performance practice”. (p. x)

Interviewed by Carlsson, Johannes Bergmark sums up his reasons for improvising. For him

[free] improvisation is:

— the most exciting way of making music, where he can come close to the sources of
music, reach a physical direct contact with the sounds, be present in the meeting, in
the situation

- a meeting place, where it is possible for the freedom, the moment, and the beauty to
become identical

- an adventure in real-time where people meet as equal, creative individuals

- aroom where one can expand freedom, and research freedom’s possibilities.

(Carlsson 1999: 20-21)

Tony Oxley has, according to Dean (1989), “no reservations about the value of impro-
visation”. For him it has been “the single most liberating factor of my life; socially, politi-
cally, and musically”. Derek Bailey, according to the same author, feels that improvisation
“has no need of argument and justification. It exists because it meets the creative appetite

. and because it involves [the musician] completely, as nothing else can, in the act of
music-making”. (p. xvi)

11



I FREE IMROVISATION

Dean has himself two reasons for improvising: “first, for personal fulfillment, self-

development, and the creation of originality in music. Second, and not necessarily

opposed to the first, in order to communicate something with others (the other musicians,
and the audience)”. (p. 112)

In Exploratorium (2005), eight reasons are given for improvising:

*One can learn to improvise at any level; as a beginner, without previous instrumental
education or knowledge of notes, and as a professional musician

*For laymen, improvisation is a possibility to discover and develop further hitherto
hidden talents

*For trained musicians, improvisation can provide wholly new and stimulating experi-
ences

*Improvisation is especially suitable for people who are disabled, and feel limited be-
cause of their disability, and whose development will improve when they formulate
their own thoughts

*Improvisation offers access to an individual musical expression

*Group improvisation enables the joint discovery of new possibilities and musical ex-
change together with others

*One can improvise within any thinkable or unthinkable combination of instruments
*Improvised music is especially captivating due to its liveliness and authenticity. It is
also exciting as a concert form.

[*Man kann auf allen musikalische Niveaus improvisieren lernen: als ,,blutiger” Anfan-
ger, ohne instrumentale Vorbildung und Notenkenntnisse ebenso wie als Profi und
versierter Instrumentalist

*Gerade fir musikalische Laien ist das Improvisieren erfahrungsgemaf; eine Moglich-
keit, eigene (hdufig bisher verborgene) musikalische Fihigkeiten zu entdecken und
weiter zu entwickeln

*Fiir getibte Musiker kann Improvisation ganz neue und reizvolle musikalische Erfah-
rungen vermitteln

*Besonders geeignet ist Improvisation fiir Menschen, die sich durch enge Vorgaben
eingeengt fithlen und sich beim Formulieren eigener Gedanken besser entfalten kon-
nen

*Improvisieren bietet Zugang zum eigenen musikalischen Ausdruck

*Das Improvisieren in der Gruppe erméglicht gemeinsames Entdecken neuer Mog-
lichkeiten und musikalischen Austausch im Spiel

*Improvisiert werden kann in jeder denkbaren und undenkbaren Besetzung
*Improvisierte Musik besticht insbesondere durch ihre Lebendigkeit und Authentizi-
tat. Das macht sie auch als Konzertform spannend.]

Yet another reason for improvising, given in Exploratorium, is that the classical

musical culture is almost exclusively based on notated music — which conceals the fact that

the original form of music, which is still the most important musical praxis in many

countries, is improvisation.

12
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Globokar, quoted by Griffiths, has 13 reasons for engaging in free improvisation:

a need for liberation, a search for a new musical aesthetic, a provocation, a wish to
work collectively, to develop his instrument, to amuse himself, a political or social en-
gagement, the wish to belong to an élite capable of improvising, a way of evaluating
himself, a way of expressing himself not only through sounds but through his physical
comportment, a need to create a contact (and that the most di46rect possible) with the
audience, a need to give free rein to his imagination (without being obliged to spend
hours of a reflection at a worktable), and many other things.* (Griffiths 1986: 242)

Haapala sees improvisation as a chance to get a glimpse of true happiness. To dare to enter
into something, the outcome of which is not clear from the outset, and feel the vertigo of
infinite possibilities. To improvise is for him to open the lid of one’s innermost immediacy
and let its power guide the direction of the tones. (Haapala 2002: 64)

“What was important to me was finding my own musical voice, which I believe is essential
to becoming an improvisor.” (Oliver 1993: 23)

Sato feels that the most powerful reasons for improvising are:

- “communication”, where communication means that “between improviser and
audience, between improvisers themselves (in group improvisation), and between
improviser-instrument”

- “unpredictability” (“Even the most experienced improviser cannot tell exactly what
will happen in his/her improvisation”)

- “self-identifying” (“Through improvisation, one can learn one’s own tendency, limit,
taste and so on, in action, since the entire creation comes from within oneself. It is
also a way to discover other parts of oneself.”)

- “freedom, release” (“Improvisation can be an opportunity for a performer to depart
from the restrictions of a score. Some may regard improvisation as a catharsis for
musicians whose desire is more than a reproduction of prearranged music. That there
are no specific rules set in improvisation can be an appealing factor not only to
improvisers but also to audiences.”). (Sato 1996: 5-6)

For Tuominen, the arguments for improvisation are that it contributes to the communi-
cation between the musicians, that it includes a striving away from authoritarian symbols
in the communication that are culturally conditioned, and that it is a democratic music
form since anyone can use the method. (Tuominen 1998: 27)

4 lls improvisent ... improvisez ... improvisons', Musique en jeu, 1972, 6: 13-19, 123-4
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SUMMARIES AND REFLECTIONS

In section 1 (The path), I presented reasons explaining why I became interested in free

ensemble improvisation. The reasons can be summarized as follows:

a— curiosity

b- the desire to be able to make music in an ensemble without being bound by notes

c— the desire to be able to make meaningful music together with musicians who have
varying levels of technical skill

d- the desire not to be bound to a particular combination of instruments but to be able
to make meaningful music in different kinds of combinations of instruments.

Free ensemble improvisation was summarized as:
e— musical real-time interaction with

f- - anartistic
g- -  apedagogical and
h--  atherapeutic component.

The point of the summary of points e-h is that they have gone from being insights into
becoming reasons for free ensemble improvisation. Taken together, then, my reasons for
improvising freely in ensemble are points a-h.

A. Reasons relating to points a-h:

1- freedom, release (departing from the restrictions of a score, a catharsis for musicians
whose desire is more than a reproduction of prearranged music, no specific rules)
(Sato 1996)

2- astriving away from authoritarian symbols in the communication that are culturally
conditioned (Tuominen 1998)

Points 1 and 2 correspond to point b (freedom from notes).

3- ademocratic music form (anyone can use the method) (Tuominen 1998)

4- one can learn to improvise at any level; as a beginner without previous instrumental
education or knowledge of notes, and as a professional musician
(Exploratorium 2005)

Points 3 and 4 correspond to point ¢ (varying levels of technical skill).

5- one can improvise in any thinkable or unthinkable combination of instruments
(Exploratorium 2005)

Point 5 corresponds to point d (different kinds of combinations of instruments).

6- concentration, memory and musical skills develop (Briggs 1986)
7- to develop one’s instrument (Globokar/Griffiths 1986)

Points 6 and 7 correspond to point g (pedagogical component).
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8- self-identifying (one’s own tendency, limit, taste, discover other parts of oneself)
(Sato 1996)
9- away of evaluating oneself (Globokar/Griffiths 1986)

Points 8 and 9 correspond to point h (therapeutic component).

10- presence in the meeting (Bergmark/Carlsson 1999)

11- an adventure in real-time where people meet as equal, creative individuals
(Bergmark/Carlsson 1999)

12— group improvisation enables the joint discovery and musical exchange together with
others (Exploratorium 2005)

13- a wish to work collectively (Globokar/Griffiths 1986)

14— contributes to the communication between the musicians (Tuominen 1998)

Points 10-14 correspond to and enrich point e (musical real-time interaction). Here, I see
musical interaction as synonymous with musical communication (see 6.2.3 Interaction —
communication - conversation). Seen from this perspective, point 14 means that the
activity of musical real-time interaction furthers itself, which is reasonable for and
analogous to the idea of playing furthering playing, for example.

15- to communicate something with others (musicians, audience) (Dean 1989)

16— communication (improviser-audience, improvisers themselves, improviser—
instrument) (Sato 1996)

17- aneed to create a contact (and that the most direct possible) with the audience
(Globokar/Griffiths 1986).

Points 15 and 16 correspond to point e (musical real-time interaction) in regard to co-
musicians, instruments and audience. Here, however, I reserve the term musical communi-
cation/interaction only for co-musicians. Consequently, communication/interaction
between an improviser and his or her instrument (point 16) then fall outside of the frame-
work of point e. Rather, one uses instruments in order to communicate/interact. Using the
same limit for this term, the audience also falls outside of the musical communication/
interaction (points 15-17). The exclusion of instrument and audience is also due to the
mutuality of the musical information transmission that is part of the definition of musical
interaction/communication (see 6.2.3 Interaction - communication - conversation).
Instruments do not act on their own, and the members of the audience are only recipients
of musical information, although listeners can communicate their experiences to the
musicians in other ways and react to what is happening musically.

B. Further reasons, more or less related to points a-h:
1- come close to the sources of music, reach a physical direct contact with the sounds
(Bergmark/Carlsson 1999)

Free ensemble improvisation can be applied to the first part of point 1 since there is
nothing more to relate to than the sounding music itself. Physical direct contact with the
sounds does, however, apply to all forms of music-making.
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2- aliberating factor (socially, politically, and musically) (Oxley/Dean 1989)
3- apolitical or social engagement (Globokar/Griffiths 1986)

Free ensemble improvisation is a liberating factor musically, but I am more sceptical about
the extent to which it can be a liberating factor socially and/or politically (point 2). I am also
hesitant to claim that political and/or social commitments are good reasons for devoting
oneself to free ensemble improvisation (point3). Free ensemble improvisation may,
however, be an expression of political/social liberation/commitment.

4- aneed for liberation (Globokar/Griffiths 1986)
5- aroom where one can expand freedom, and research its possibilities
(Bergmark/Carlsson 1999)

Points 4 and 5 do not specify what kind of freedom is meant. If freedom here means
freedom from notes, a certain level of technical skill, or given combinations of instruments,
the opinions correspond to point b, ¢, and d, respectively. If freedom means something
other than this, it might correspond wholly or partially to section 8 (A word about freedom).

6- asearch for a new musical aesthetic (Globokar/Griffiths 1986)

Exactly what new aesthetics one is searching for is not specified. I make a distinction
between outer aesthetics and inner aesthetics (see 6.1.1 Solo - ensemble). Outer aesthetics
have to do with how the music sounds, and inner aesthetics with how the interaction
works. If the searching for a new aesthetics leads to the music being allowed to turn out the
way it turns out, and that one should strive for as good an interaction as possible, then this
search has, according to my perspective, been successful. If the search for a new aesthetics
has any other direction, it would be interesting to know of this.

7- away of expressing oneself not only through sounds but through one’s physical
comportment (Globokar/Griffiths 1986)

From my perspective, it is not the physical behaviour/performance that is of interest in
connection with free ensemble improvisation. It may have an influence on the music, but
I prefer to separate the two modes of expression and see free ensemble improvisation as an
expression through sounds.

8- tofind one’s own musical voice (Oliver 1993)

9- access to an individual musical expression (Exploratorium 2005)

It would be preferable to find or gain access to ways of interacting, which, however, demands
some kind of voice and some kind of musical expression as a prerequisite. (points 8, 9)

10- the wish to belong to an élite capable of improvising (Globokar/Griffiths 1986)

I would not wish to belong to an elite but rather to like-minded improvisers. Accomplished
improvisers do however, comprise an elite, in the same way that accomplished orchestral/
solo musicians are an elite within the realm of ‘classical’ music.

11- a provocation (Globokar/Griffiths 1986)
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A provocation against what? This is not stated. I can, however, imagine that free ensemble
improvisation may be a provokation against, for example, the self-imposed status and
values prerogative of the representatives of written/composed music with regard to what is
‘good’ or ‘real’ music, and perhaps even against the similar opinions of the representatives
of idiomatic improvisation. If this is the case, I feel a certain sense of sympathy for this

provocation.

12- to be on the ‘edge’ (being on the brink of the unknown and being prepared for the leap),
finding something through that leap (with a value which cannot be found in any other
way) (Lacy/Bailey 1993)

13- personal fulfilment, self-development, and the creation of originality in music
(Dean 1989)

14— to amuse oneself (Globokar/Griffiths 1986)

15- aneed to give free rein to one’s imagination (without being obliged to spend hours of a
reflection at a worktable) (Globokar/Griffiths 1986)

16— a chance to get a glimpse of true happiness, to enter into into something the outcome of
which is not clear atthe outset and feel the vertigo of infinite possibilities
(Haapala 2002)

17- open the lid to one’s innermost immediacy and let its power guide the direction of the
tones (Haapala 2002)

18- afreshness, a certain quality, which can only be obtained by improvising (and not by
writing) (Lacy/Bailey 1993)

19- the experience of its creation (Briggs 1986)

20- the most exciting way of making music (Bergmark/Carlsson 1999)

21- ameeting place where it is possible for the freedom, the moment, and the beauty to
become identical (Bergmark/Carlsson 1999)

22- meeting one’s creative appetite (Bailey/Dean)

23- involving [the musician] completely, as nothing else can, in the act of music-making
(Bailey/Dean 1989)

24- improvised music is especially captivating due to its liveliness and authenticity. It is also
exciting as a concert form (Exploratorium 2005)

25- unpredictability (Sato 1996)

26- for laymen, improvisation is a possibility to discover and develop further hitherto hidden
talents (Exploratorium 2005)

27- for trained musicians, improvisation can provide wholly new and stimulating
experiences (Exploratorium 2005)

28- improvisation is especially suitable for people who are disabled and feel limited because
of their disability, and whose development will improve when they formulate their own
thoughts (Exploratorium 2005)

Here I have no objections, only the opinion that I see “self-development” (point 13) as a
product of self-examination (point h - therapeutic component).

29- the original form of music (still the most important musical praxis in many countries) is

improvisation (Exploratorium)
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This is not really a reason for improvising, but rather one explanation of why impro-
visation might be the most natural way of making music.

30- and many other things (Griffiths 1986).

Compilations such as these (points A and B) can probably, and hopefully, never be all-
encompassing and applicable to all people, which is why point 30 is a fitting finale for
these lists.
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4 Personal prerequisites

REFERENCES

An improviser must have “a prodigious technique to be fluent, and he must possess a
fertile creative imagination to be interesting”. (Ellis 1965: 1)

“The ability to detect patterns in sequences and expand on them is certainly very important
to the improvising musician. Sequence extrapolation of a detected pattern is required to
produce an ‘appropriate’ response to a given stimulus”. (Pelz-Sherman 1998: 69-70)

Sato (1996) asks which characteristics are required for music improvisation, and answers
with six elements that contribute to a desirable music improvisation: “Curiosity, Listening
Skill, Flexibility, Memory, Technical Proficiency and Concentration”. (pp. 7-9)

Curiosity

In art, what leads one to creation is curiosity. It is a desire to explore unknown worlds
just as children do. It is not easy to maintain curiosity as one becomes more experi-
enced because one begins to realize the dangers that curiosity might lead to. Yet, curi-
osity should be encouraged, for in music improvisation, the sense of danger can be the
factor that allows one to create something interesting. (p. 7)

Listening Skill

Improvisation requires a different way of listening from that of a performance of a writ-
ten piece, as is reflected in the words of classical hornist Philip Eastop who participated
in the Company Week, improviser’s collective concert organized by Derek Bailey: “The
difficulty is knowing how to approach improvising. And I had to evolve, very quickly, a
new way of listening.” In the performance of a composition, a player is familiar with
the sound he makes. In other words it is the expected sound that he recognizes from
practice, whereas during improvisation, there may be many unpredictable sounds to
deal with, especially in group playing, and the player has to develop extremely attentive
listening. (p. 7)

Flexibility

When a player finds that something is not working effectively while improvising, he
may need to quickly make a decision to change direction. The player must then adjust
himself to a new situation while continuing to play. It is important to have this ability
since the music cannot stop every time the player comes across unexpected situations.

(p-7-8)

Memory

According to trombonist, Yves Robert, “You also have to be able to remember what
has happened the second before and the minute before and so keep in mind the shape
of what’s happening, how the piece is being constructed.” One characteristic of im-
provisation is that a complete overview of a piece is not available before the perform-
ance. This requires that the performers pay special attention to the relation of the
sound he makes at each moment to the rest of the piece. (p. 8)

Technical Proficiency
The more the improviser knows about his or her instrument and how to handle it, the
greater number of choices. To have a certain level of facility makes it easier to approach
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many different types of improvisation. Being able to achieve any sound also gives more
freedom in constructing a piece, for one will not be restricted from going in any direc-
tion. (p. 8)

Concentration

The amount of work an improviser deals with at a given time is much more than simply
that of a notated performance, since improvising involves simultaneous creation and
play. Therefore it is essential for an improviser to be able to focus on one’s own sound
and not easily get distracted. (p. 8-9)

SUMMARIES AND REFLECTIONS

An improviser must have:

1- aprodigious technique and a fertile creative imagination (Ellis 1965)

2- curiosity, listening skill, flexibility, memory, technical proficiency, and concentration
(Sato 1996)

3- the ability to detect patterns and expand on them (Pelz-Sherman 1998).

The prerequisites under points 1-3 are related to one another. Listening skill is the base,
the foundation, for free ensemble improvisation (point 2). Listening skill involves at least
concentration, memory and the ability to identify patterns (points 2, 3), where the two
first components are also prerequisites for the last, and for being able to develop identified
patterns (point 3). Here, I consider patterns as gestures, together with their properties and
relations. The development of patterns is one way of approaching free ensemble impro-
visation, but one can also choose to generate other/new patterns or, at least for a limited
period of time, not generate any at all — that is, to pause. Even the latter two approaches
should, however, be based on listening, and therefore on listening skill. (see 6.2.1
Listening, 6.2.2 Process, 12 Free improvisation - instrument, technique and virtuosity)

The development/generation of patterns demands, besides listening skill, also
technique and flexibility (points 1, 2), or, at least, both a certain amount of technique in
order to be able to develop/generate patterns at all and some flexibility in order to do so in
relation to the patterns developed/generated by others, which is the essence of free
ensemble improvisation, and which is free ensemble improvisation (see 6.2 How free
improvisation comes about, 6.3 Definitions).

The way in which patterns are developed/generated is dependent on how productive
and creative one’s imagination is (point 1). One can improvise freely with a poor
imagination, but most likely, one’s improvising will be more varied and interesting the
greater one’s imagination is. Furthermore, one’s improvising probably has a better chance
of developing over time if one has a richer and more productive and creative imagination
than if one has a poorer one.

One would probably not even be interested in trying free ensemble improvisation if
one wasn’t curious about it (point 2). When one is actually doing it, there is a good chance
that one’s curiosity will continue to live on, since one never knows in advance how any
given improvisation will develop.
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5 Background of free improvisation

REFERENCES

Improvisation groups consisting of musicians with a classical background, with a jazz
background, or with both backgrounds became more frequent from around the 1970s in
Europe. The meetings for these groups were made easier through the establishment of
organisations that found spaces for rehearsals and concerts. These organizations made
further meetings for musicians possible, and contributed to a foundation being formed for
a consodilation of the phenomenon [freely] improvised music.

(Bergstrom-Nielsen 1998: 28-29)

According to Borgo (1999), during the late 1960s and early 1970s

musicians sympathetic to these moves toward freer forms of musical improvisation be-
gan to organize themselves into artistic collectives, most notably the Association for the
Advancement of Creative Musicians (AACM) in Chicago (which has continued to the
present date), The Jazz composers’ Guild in New York City (organized by Bill Dixon
shortly after his famed October Revolution in Jazz in 1964), The Black Artists’ Group
(BAG) in St. Louis (the birthplace o f the World Saxophone Quartet), and the Under-
ground Musicians’ Association (UGMA) in Los Angeles (formed by Horace Tapscott).
These collectives provided artistic, communal, and financial support for a new genera-
tion of developing improvisers and ensembles. (p. 35)

Examples of European collectives are:

Spontaneous Music Ensemble (SME), the Music Improvisation Company (MIC), the
Association of Meta-Musicians (AMM), the London Jazz Composers Orchestra
(LJCO), the South African-influenced Brotherhood of Breath, The Jazz Center Society,
The Musician’s Co-operative, the Musicians Action Group, and the London Musicians
Collective, all in England, as well as the Instant Composers Pool in Holland /.../, and
the Globe Unity Orchestra and the Berlin Contemporary Jazz Orchestra in Germany.

(p-37)

So-called free improvisation developed in Europe from the meeting of jazz with
contemporary European music, circus music, marches, folk songs and other European
musical styles. There are therefore free improvisers who do not have a jazz background.
(Carlsson 1999: 20)
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Cope (1972) sees jazz and contemporary art music (1950s to 1970s) as two possible
explanations for the developing interest in [free] improvisation. In the case of jazz, “a
number of composers associated with improvisation are or were actively involved in jazz”. In
the case of art music he thinks that “contemporary improvising sprang from the performers’
inability to realize accurately the complexities of recent music”, which resulted in the
composer, “perhaps out of frustration, perhaps because the result was the same (or better)”,
choosing “to allow a certain freedom in the performance of his work”. (pp. 71-72)

Furthermore, the realization of the inadequacy of standard notation for performers
sometimes led “not only to new notation, but to the lack of notation entirely, the
complete destruction of the composer/performer relationship, a hierarchy wholly created
by the audience of idolatry”. (p. 73)

Ford finds two sources of free improvisation.

Free improvisation has twin sources in the free jazz of the early 1960s (Albert Ayler,
Cecil Taylor, Ornette Coleman, John Coltrane et al.), and in the experimental stream of
avant garde classical music that is best dated from 1953, the year of John Cage’s
iconoclastic silent piece 4°33”. /.../ Both streams, jazz and classical, developed in
reaction against increasingly formulaic approaches to new music, be they the intricate
‘standard’ chord sequences of bebop, or the mathematics of integral serialism.
Furthermore, the scores of the latter camp became so densely determined as to
prohibit accurate realisation, which inevitably triggered loose, if not actually
improvisatory, performance practices. (Ford 2003:103)

During the 1960s and 1970s, a form of improvisation that was neither jazz nor art music
sprouted up as some musicians from both camps freed themselves from their respective
points of departure. (Goldstein & Korgaard 1994: 26)

Lutz (1999) sees two reasons for the growth of a new sort of [freely] improvised music:
partly the change in notation from conventional notes to graphic scores, texts, etc., by,
among others Stockhausen, Cage, Busotti, and Logothetis; and partly the change in the
understanding of the relationship between the responsibilities of composer and interpreter
for the final sounding result of a work, where the former gave more and more
responsibility to the latter. (pp. 21-22)

Lutz places the movements and tendencies that led to today’s freely improvised music
from about the 1950s up to and including the 1970s. (p. 17)

He says that the development from around 1950 in both the art music and jazz camps
was, to a high degree, a revolt against increasing predeterminism and structuring.
(pp. 32-33)

Free improvisation “evolved out of the many and varied practices of jazz and classical new
music. At the same time, it represents a fundamental departure from the historically recent
mindset that has separated composer from performer by unifying these roles”.

(Nunn 1998: 34)
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According to Smith and Dean (1997), there were

clear differences in attitude and approach between the US and European free
improvisors at this innovative period in the 60s and early 70s, such as a greater
openness in the latter. The European improvised music of this period hence became
known often as “free music” rather than “free jazz”, which term was restricted to that
music which retained more recognisable connections with the conventions of jazz.

(p. 63)

They also think that “perhaps what was most shared by the Black free jazz and the
European free music improvisors was the emphasis on group collaboration”. (p. 63)

Tuominen thinks that the free improvisation has come about from two sources: Afro-
American music and art music. (Tuominen 1998: 2)

SUMMARIES AND REFLECTIONS

A. Background:

1- free improvisation in Europe developed from the meeting of jazz with contemporary
European music, circus music, marches, folk songs, and other European music styles. In
Europe there were free improvisers who did not have a jazz background. (Carlsson 1999)

2- the developing interest in [free] improvisation comes from jazz and contemporary art
music (1950s to 1970s) (Cope 1972)

3- free improvisation evolved out of the many and varied practices of jazz and classical
new music (Nunn 1998)

4- free improvisation has come about from Afro-American music and art music
(Tuominen 1998)

5- free jazz during the 1960s and the experimental stream of avant-garde classical music
were the sources of free improvisation (in reaction against increasingly formulaic-
approaches to new music) (Ford 2003)

6- free improvisation was, to a high degree, a revolt against increasing predeterminism and
structuring in both the art music and jazz camps (Lutz 1999)

7- during the 1960s and 1970s, a form of improvisation that was neither jazz nor art music
sprouted up as musicians from both camps freed themselves from their respective points
of departure (Goldstein & Korgaard 1994)

Free improvisation came into existence between the 1950s and the 1970s out of the
meeting between jazz and contemporary European music, contemporary art music,
classical new music, art music and avant-garde classical music (points 1-5). More simply
put: free improvisation came about in the meeting between contemporary jazz and con-
temporary art music; however, the influence of art music was probably greater in Europe
than in the US, since, in Europe, there were improvisers who did not have a jazz
background (point 1). Even meetings with other styles have probably contributed to this
development, too. (point 1).

It was, however, not only the meeting in itself that contributed to free improvisation
but also, and perhaps above all, “increasing formulaic approaches to new music” (point 5)
along with increasing predeterminism and structuring in both camps (point 6) that
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stimulated musicians to revolt. A revolt that led to musicians from both camps freeing
themselves from their respective points of departure (point 7). In other words, one may
perhaps say that musicians in the US began to find bebop too narrow; in Europe,
musicians found determinism/serialism almost unbearable, and found the mix of jazz and
art music, and probably also other influences, to be a stimulating start of something new
and free that was neither jazz nor art music (point 7).

8- the development of notation contributed in itself to increased room for improvisation in
contemporary art music (Cope 1972)

9- the development of notation, and the resulting related increase in improvisation in
contemporary art music, contributed to a destruction of the composer/performer
relationship (Cope 1972)

10- the change in notation (from conventional to graphic, texts, etc.), along with the change
in the understanding of the relationship between the responsibilities of composer and
interpreter for the final sounding result of a work (the former giving more and more
responsibility to the latter), were contributing factors to the growth of freely improvised
music (1950s to 1970s) (Lutz 1999)

11- free improvisation represents a fundamental departure from the historically recent
mindset that has separated composer from performer by unifying these roles
(Nunn 1998).

As notation took on aspects of a less exact nature, such as graphics, texts, etc., it was
unavoidable that the possibilities for musicians to improvise, in different ways, increased to
the same extent (points 8-10). The development of notation within art music can
therefore be seen as a factor that contributed to the growth of free improvisation. It
followed that the relationship between composer—interpreter changed as well, since, as a
result of the changes in notation, the former had less influence upon the latter concerning
the way the music should be performed (points 9-11). Even though notation, since then,
(from the 1950s to the 1970s), has shown tendencies towards ‘going back to normal’, I can
still sense that there is, at least among some composers, a relatively open attitude towards
improvisation, and even tendencies towards greater openness. (see 14 Free improvisation —

composition, 15 Free improvisation — interpretation)

B. Ofimportance for what followed is that:

1- improvisation groups consisting of musicians with a classical background, with a jazz
background, or with both backgrounds became more frequent from around the 1970s in
Europe. Organizations were established that made group meetings easier, further
meetings for musicians were made possible, which contributed to a foundation being
formed for a consolidation of the phenomenon [freely] improvised music.
(Bergstrom-Nielsen 1998)

2- during the late 1960s and early 1970s, free improvisers began to organize themselves into
artistic collectives that provided artistic, communal and financial support for a new

generation of developing improvisers and ensembles (Borgo 1999).

The collectives that were established during the 1960s and 1970s were most likely of great
importance for free improvisation. Here, there were not only opportunities to play
together with like-minded musicians, in large groups and in smaller and varied con-
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stellations within the collective, but there was also a discussion forum that contributed on
an idealogical level to form another view of improvisation: free improvisation. On an
organizational level, the collectives provided places for meetings, rehearsals and concerts.
Certain collectives, such as AACM in Chicago, also gave their members financial and
educational support. Out of some of these collectives, autonomous smaller constellations,
with shorter or longer life spans, crystallized, such as the Art Ensemble of Chicago from
AACM. (points 1, 2)

I have myself been a member of two free improvisation collectives, one in the middle
of the 1970s and one at the end of the 1990s. In both cases, the collective worked as
described above, except for the question of financial and educational suppport, which we
never had the possibility to develop. The most important effects for me were two-fold: I
got to know other musicians, of which some are still around, and the collectives greatly
contributed towards forming a view of free ensemble improvisation that I, for the most
part, still have today.

C. Difference: one difference in attitude and approach between the US and European free
improvisors was that the latter was more open. Hence, European free improvisation often
became known as “free music” rather than “free jazz” (a term “restricted to that music which
retained more recognizable connections with the conventions of jazz”). However, they both

shared the emphasis on group collaboration. (Smith & Dean 1997)

From now on, I will not differentiate between free improvisation (from art music or from
the meeting between jazz and art music) and free jazz. I consider both as members of the
same family, where it is the family that is of interest rather than its individual members. As
the following will show, I do, however, place great emphasis on “group collaboration” in
the form of musical interaction between the musicians in the ensemble, the common

denominator that constitutes the family.

This succinct description (and this is to put it mildly) of the background of free
improvisation is due to two factors: I am interested in the phenomenon free improvisation
in itself, not its history; and, as a consequence of this interest, I have limited this thesis to
the phenomenon itself, not its history. Still, it would not be out of place to at least
mention its origin - since nothing probably comes from nothing.

*Pressing (2002b), sees, among other things, the following precedents to free
improvisation.

Another path was driven by frustration borne of the exhaustion of traditional materials.
This can be documented in the West by written improvisational textbooks, which date
back many centuries; while most such texts taught embellishment techniques, freer
sources can also be found. For example, Karl Czerny, best known in today’s educational
traditions as a deviser of exercises, also wrote a book on free improvisation (Systematic
introduction to fantasy playing on the piano, 1826), emphasizing the role of spontaneous
intuition. This heightened emphasis on intuition was an inevitable outcome of the
broader historical emphasis on the powers of the individual relative to received
authority, seen in the Renaissance, the advent of empirical science, the Reformation, the
Industrial and Information Revolutions. (pp. 4-5)
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Pressing puts free improvisation in a larger perspective than just the meeting of jazz and
art music during the middle and the latter part of the 20" century.

I also regard exhaustion of traditional material as (at least) one of the likely causes of
the evolution of musical styles in general. If one lifts the perspective of the exhaustion of
traditional material to a higher level, one can see free improvisation as a result of being
tired of styles on the whole, and in particular of being tired of the restrictions and
limitations that the respective styles carry with them.

Pressing’s two remaining points, the increased weight given to intuition, and the
focus on the individual, fit in well within the context of this perspective. Intuition is an
important ingredient in free improvisation; it is one of its prerequisites. Focus on the
individual means that the individual receives or takes the right to express himself as he
wants in relation to authorities on style, which is another prerequisite for free

improvisation.

*Finally, I cannot deny that I find Couldry’s perspective on the history of free
improvisation attractive.

But each of these ‘advantages’ [“freedom”, “discovery”, “dialogue” as characteristics for
free improvisation] put forward for improvisation is a process /.../. Improvisation is
not concerned with the production of stable objects: its objects are not transferable, or
retransmittable without loss. As a result, and as noted at the beginning of this essay, it
can have no true historian, any more than there can be a historian of laughter. Its worth
cannot be measured along dimension of historical progress or failure (an obvious
disadvantage when it comes to grant applications). (Couldry 1995: 31)

As I have said, I have no ambitions of trying to be a free improvisation historian. I prefer
to see it as just as much a general human phenomenon as laughter, where its musical
expression is but one of many. One can also, with Couldry’s perspective, speculate on
whether it was only the term free improvisation that appeared around the middle of the
20™ century. Maybe free improvisation is as old as humanity itself, or at least from the
time when man first began using sounds without utilitarian purposes. (cf. also 13.1 Free
improvisation - idiomatic improvisation, 13.2 Free improvisation - stylistic influences)
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6 Free improvisation

6.1 GENERAL
6.1.1 Solo — ensemble

REFERENCES

According to Bailey (1993), “greater cohesiveness and easier control for the soloist - are
not, in improvisation, necessarily advantages and an even greater loss, of course, is the
unpredictable element usually provided by other players”. (p. 106)

He also claims that

the greatest rewards in free improvisation are to be gained in playing with other people.
Whatever the advantages to solo playing there is a whole side to improvisation; the
more exciting, the more magical side, which can only be discovered by people playing
together. The essence of improvisation, its intuitive, telepathic foundation, is best
explored in a group situation. And the possible musical dimensions of group playing
far outstrip those of solo playing. (p. 112)

But he has found (“paradoxically, perhaps”)

that the best base from which to approach group playing is that of being a solo
improvisor. Having no group loyalties to offend and having solo playing as an ultimate
resource, it is possible to play with other musicians, of whatever persuasion, as often as
one wishes without having to enter into a permanent commitment to any stylistic or
aesthetic position. (p. 112)

One advantage of ensemble improvisation compared to solo improvisation is that

artists working together play out yet another aspect of the power of limits. There is an-
other personality and style to pull with and push against. Each collaborator brings to
the work a different set of strengths and resistances. We provide both irritation and in-
spiration for each other - the grist for each other’s pearl making.

(Nachmanovitch 1990: 95)

SUMMARIES AND REFLECTIONS

A. In solo improvisation one has:

1- greater cohesiveness and easier control (Bailey 1993)

Obviously, a solo improvisation is more coherent for the practitioner/improviser than an
ensemble improvisation; the improvisation can continue as long as the improviser wishes,
and there is no one to ‘disturb’ the soloist in the form of musical interjections/comments /
other ideas. Cohesiveness is, in fact, the prerequisite for solo improvisation to work at all.
Just as obviously, solo improvisation is easier to control, since there is no one other than
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the improviser who influences the flow (with the possible exception of sounds from the
surrounding environment).

2- the best base from which to approach group playing, an ultimate resource, a freedom
from group loyalties, and a freedom from a permanent commitment to any stylistic or

aesthetic position (Bailey 1993).

I doubt that solo improvisation is the best base for ensemble improvisation. Since
ensemble improvisation stands and falls with the musical interaction and interplay
between the participants, a better foundation for ensemble improvisation is probably to
practice one’s ability to interact, that is, to practice ensemble improvisation. Practicing on
one’s instrument is, in this perspective, a necessary complement to practicing ensemble
improvisation. My own instrumental practicing is thus not directed towards solo playing
but towards a better and broader technique, which provides a base and a preparedness to be
able to interact with with other musicians in a more unfettered way.

Solo improvisation as an “ultimate resource” sounds rather melancholic, as if one were
reduced to solo improvisation because one didn’t have other musicians to play with (so I
can at least improvise myself).

If, with group loyalty, Bailey means to not leave the group, this should mean the same
thing as a permanent or at least a long-term commitment. If he means loyalty to the
values and musical opinions of the group, I interpret this to mean about the same thing as
loyalty to the stylistic/aesthetic position(s) of the group. With this interpretation, per-
manent commitment and loyalty towards stylistic/aesthetic positions, respectively, are
cases of group loyalty to make up one’s mind about.

When it comes to permanent/long-term commitment, one can play with other
musicians without such a commitment. I have done this often, without any conflicts of
loyalty whatsoever, and this is rather normal within free ensemble improvisation (see 6.1.3
Short-term - long-term collaboration). It is, of course, a different matter if a musician
promises a group that the commitment will be long-term, but then changes his or her
mind. This is seen as lack of loyalty if no good reasons for the breaking of the commit-
ment can be given.

I divide aesthetic positions into outer and inner aesthetic positions. Outer aesthetic
positions have to do with the way the music should sound. If such positions mean
acceptance of the music as it turns out sounding, then I have no problems with this
loyalty. Such an aesthetic position should be acceptable to both free solo and ensemble
improvisers, to the extent that the former are interested in ensemble improvisation at all,
since the position gives equal respect to everyone’s contributions. The times I have ended
up in groups with more or less articulated outer aesthetic positions, my improvisation has
been curbed and become problematic because I have found it difficult to weigh my
reactions to what I have heard in relation to the aesthetic positions of the ensemble -
which is an unsatisfying pendulum compromise.

Inner aesthetic positions have to do with the way the musical interaction should work.
If such positions entail striving after as good an interaction as possible, I have no problems
with this form of loyalty, either (see 9 Evaluation). Such an aesthetic position should also
be acceptable to both free solo and ensemble improvisers, to the extent that the former are
interested in ensemble improvisation at all, since the alternative would be an interaction
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that was less good, or no interaction at all, i.e. no communication according to section
6.2.3 (Interaction - communication - conversation). Good interaction also opens for the
possibility of the growth of ephemeral and for the moment to moment shifting of outer
aesthetic positions during the course of the improvisation.

On occasions, I have myself fallen into the trap of having an idea of how the music
should sound or the way the interaction should work beforehand. The result has always
been disappointing. I have struggled to reach a preconceived musical vision that has not
been attuned to the music/interaction that actually developed during the improvisation.
This has resulted in a musical ensemble conflict rather than in an ensemble improvisation.

B. Inensemble improvisation one has:

1- other personalities to pull with and push against, to be irritated and inspired by
(Nachmanovitch 1990)

2- the more exciting, the more magical side, the unpredictable elements provided by other
players, the essence of improvisation (its intuitive, telepathic foundation), the greatest
reward (Bailey 1993)

3- the possible musical dimensions (far outstripping those of solo playing) (Bailey 1993).

I think that it is primarily one’s personal disposition that decides if one prefers solo or
ensemble improvisation, or likes both just as much. I understand that musicians may want
to express themselves in the form of solo improvisation without having to take
consideration to other co-musicians, but I personally prefer ensemble improvisation. I
have always found my own solo improvisation to be unstimulating and even boring,
perhaps partly due to my choice of instrument (electric bass guitar), or partly because I feel
that I do not have a talent for solo improvisation. I have always found ensemble
improvisation exciting due to the “more exciting, the more magical side”, which Bailey
speaks of (point 2); and not least thanks to the co-musicians that I have had to “pull with
and push against,” to be irritated with and inspired by (and both phenomena have
happened) and, last but not least, by the unpredictable elements they have contributed
(point 1).

These varying contributions from the members of the ensemble of course open up
musical dimensions within the ensemble as a whole, something which is not attainable
through solo improvisation. This is particularly obvious when the contributions come more
or less simultaneously, which is quite normal in free ensemble improvisation. (point 3)

If anywhere, it is in the musical interaction in free ensemble improvisation I find the
essence of improvisation, with its intuitive telepathic foundation, which can only be
discovered by people who play together. Experiencing this, is, for me, the greatest reward
in free ensemble improvisation. (point 2)

29



I FREE IMROVISATION

6.1.2 Ensemble
REFERENCES

According to Becker (2000), collective improvisation “requires that everyone pay close at-
tention to the other players” and that they are “prepared to alter what they are doing in
response to tiny cues that suggest a new direction that might be interesting to take”.
When the musicians listen closely to one another “some of those suggestions begin to
converge and others, less congruent with the developing direction, fall by the wayside. The
players thus develop a collective direction”. (p. 172)

In free ensemble improvisation, the participants should “ignore the past, ignore repu-
tations, ignore everything but the contribution people make to the collective effort”,
which presupposes that everyone has a “real shared interest in getting the job done, an in-
terest powerful enough to overcome divisive selfish interests”. A mark of the interaction in
free ensemble improvisation is also that “great changes are possible”.

Not only do people respect and follow the lead of whoever comes up with something
good, they may also collectively change their notion of what is good as the work pro-
gresses, adopting a new criterion, ending with a result that could not have been fore-
told from anything they knew and were used to doing before they started. (p. 175)

Collective improvisation

does not belong to the written tradition of Western art music, but it does not belong
either to an oral or aural tradition as these terms are understood in ethnomusicology.
Each group creates its own tradition, which may even be different for each improvisa-
tion. There is no attempt to create a common practice or a means of transmission that
would allow another group to improvise in the same manner. (Benitez 1986: 455)

According to Corbett (1994), Evan Parker thinks that his own ideas are so mixed up with
the ideas of others in group improvisation that idea identity and cause—effect relationships
dissolve (“the music is based on such fast interplay, such fast reactions that it’s arbitrary to
say, “Did you do that because I did that? Or did I do that because you did that?””).

(p. 203)

According to Corbett, playing with new musicians is for Derek Bailey “one of the
sources of replenishment”. He sometimes feels so bereft of ideas of his own that he needs
to feed off other people. In this music, “that’s almost part of your material, what other
people play”. (p. 231)

Feigin thinks that “there is nothing like improvising with another human being”. By do-
ing that “we can get out of our deep and cold isolations” and all the “layers protecting and
hiding our real self”. Free improvisation demands “extraordinary attention to the other.
One single moment of somebody’s senselessness can ruin it all. Improvising we have to
listen to each other very deeply”. (Feigin 1996: 4)
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In ensemble improvisation, “each player can only impact the end result in direct relation
to the percentage of the group which he/she constitutes. The most one can be liable for is
50%”. (Fugate 1988: 46)

Participation in collective improvisation opens the opportunity to better understand one-
self, and it helps one to develop one’s nature (“but the concept of development is very ex-
istential. You can develop into a mass murderer. You can develop into a rock!”).

(Lock 1988: 237)

Nachmanovitch (1990) says that the beauty of playing together is meeting “in the One”.
He describes this meeting poetically:

I play with my partner; we listen to each other; we mirror each other; we connect with
what we hear. He doesn’t know where I'm going, I don’t know where he’s going, yet we
anticipate, sense, lead, and follow each other. There is no agree-on structure or meas-
ure, but once we have played for five seconds there is a structure, because we’ve started
something. We open each other’s minds like an infinite series of Chinese boxes. A mys-
terious kind of information flows back and forth, quicker than any signal we might give
by sight or sound. The work comes from neither one artist nor the other, even though
our own idiosyncrasies and styles, the symptoms of our original natures, still exert their
natural pull. Nor does the work come from a compromise of halfway point (averages
are always boring!), but from a third place that isn’t necessarily like what either one of
us would do individually. What comes is a revelation to both of us. There is a third, to-
tally new style that pulls on us. It is as though we have become a group organism that
has its own nature and its own way of being, from a unique and unpredictable place
which is the group personality or group brain. (pp. 94-95)

He also compares free ensemble improvisation to “the law of requisite variety” in that,
by crossing one identity with another, we “multiply the variety of the total system”. At the
same time, “each identity serves as both a check on the other and a spur to the develop-
ment of the total system”. Free ensemble improvisation can thus be likened to nature’s
way of achieving evolution through cross-breeding. (p. 95)

Many free improvisers feel that the ensemble situation is essential for freely improvised
music and that it is a prerequisite for its continuance. Stackenis feels that it is the musical
meeting with other musicians that is its nourishment and that which furthers the develop-
ment of the music. (Stackenis 2003: 23)

SUMMARIES AND REFLECTIONS
Viewpoints

A. Viewpoints on the attitudes between the members of the ensembles are that the musicians

should:

1- pay close attention to the other players, be prepared to alter what they are doing, and ig-
nore everything but the contribution people make to the collective effort (Becker 2000)
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2- be extraordinarily attentive to the other, listen to each other very deeply (one single mo-

ment of somebody’s senselessness can ruin it all) (Feigin 1996).

I find this to be true and crucial in free ensemble improvisation (point 1, 2). There is, how-
ever, one aspect missing here, i.e. that the participants must also be as attentive to what
they do themselves and to what they do in relation to the others.

B. Viewpoints on ensemble improvising from a wider perspective are about musicians being
able to:
1- develop a collective direction while others fall by the wayside (Becker 2000)

It happens, and this is a phenomenon that is quite common, that a collective direction is
developed within free ensemble improvisation and that this is a direction that feels greater
than and prevails over individual directions.

In this context, I would like to introduce the term collective understanding, since I
feel that it is a prerequisite for the development of a collective direction. The other devel-
opment alternatives for the ensemble can be divided into three principal cases: 1) individ-
ual directions do not meld into or become subordinate to a collective direction but rather
continue to exist independently; 2) some of the participants in the ensemble agree on one
direction, whereas others agree on another, and both live parallel lives; (if the ensemble is
big enough, more than two parallel but different group directions can develop and coex-
ist); 3) one musician develops/maintains one direction, while the others develop/maintain
another direction that is collective and common for them. Alternatives 1-3 can, as op-
posed to what happens in a collective directional development, take place within or outside
of collective understanding. Alternatives 2 and 3 can also be seen as examples of partial
collective understanding within the ensemble. Collective understanding can thus be total,
partial or absent. (cf. 6.2.3 Interaction - communication - conversation, 6.2.4 Ways of
interaction - relations — complexity)

2- share an interest powerful enough to overcome divisive selfish interests (Becker 2000)

“Divisive selfish interests” are in opposition to collective understanding. Selfish interests
are, by definition, not collective, and their realization takes place at the cost of the collec-
tive. “Getting the job done” within the framework of a collective understanding then de-
mands that divisive selfish interests be overcome by the members of the ensemble. Alter-
native 1 can, if it does not take place within a collective understanding, be an example of
selfish divisive interests not having been overcome, and alternatives 2 and 3 can, in the
same contexts, be examples of partially overcome selfish interests. Moreover, partial collec-
tive understanding can mean that he, she or they who is/are not part of the understanding
are, or are not, conscious of the others’ understanding.

3- during an improvisation collectively change their notion of what is good and adopt a new
criterion (ending with a result that could not have been foretold from anything they
knew and were used to doing before they started) (Becker 2000)

To collectively change the criteria for what is good, in relation to something that up to
then had been seen as good, means, in practice, that the group collectively changes the
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musical direction, which, in turn, means that the term collective understanding applies
here as well. (see also point A1)

4- impact the end result in direct relation to the percentage of the group [to the number of

participants], which can at most be 50% (Fugate 1988).

I cannot see any point in the participants having an influence on the end result of a free
ensemble improvisation, but rather that they influence the ongoing process. A musician’s
opportunity to influence this process is, however, not only dependent on the number of
participants. This is too much a quantitative and mechanical view. The possibility to influ-
ence the process depends more on what a musician does, how he does it, how what is done
is perceived and understood by the other musicians, and which reactions that which is per-
ceived and understood arouses in the co-musicians, than on the number of participants. To
sum up, this means that a musician, in a given moment, and no matter how many musi-
cians are participating, can influence the ongoing process of improvisation somewhere be-
tween 0-100 per cent. More interesting than who influenced the process and to what ex-
tent is, however, rather: what influenced the process and what was/were the result(s), i.e.
interactive influence as cause and effect.

I have stated above that it is in the musical interaction of free ensemble improvisation
that I find its essence - its intuitive telepathic foundation, its more exciting, more magical
side — and that this can only be discovered by people who play together; and that the
greatest reward for me lies in this experience. I would also like to add here that collective
understanding to various extents can and should normally be a part of this musical inter-
action.

C. Viewpoints on free ensemble improvisation as a musical phenomenon are that:

1- free ensemble improvisation does not belong to the written tradition of Western art mu-
sic, nor does it belong to an oral or aural tradition as these terms are understood in eth-
nomusicology. Each group creates its own tradition, which may even be different for

each improvisation. (Benitez 1986)

That free ensemble improvisation does not belong to the Western notation-based art mu-
sic tradition is trivially true, even if more or less free elements of improvisation have ap-
peared and still appear in this tradition. (see 14 Free improvisation — composition, 16 Free
improvisation - aleatorics — indeterminacy)

That it does not belong to an oral or aural tradition in music-ethnological terms is just
as true. Which tradition is it then part of? However, elements of art music, jazz, different
ethnic traditions or any tradition at all can appear to various extents in free ensemble im-
provisation (see 13 Free improvisation - idiomatic improvisation - stylistic influences).

That each group creates its own tradition is not, in my opinion, a fact but a possible
risk, a risk that can, however, be counteracted by systematic work, musical and human
meetings with other musicians, and by the musical interaction in itself (see 6.1.3 Short-
term - long-term collaboration, 14.2 Similarities). More in line with what I see as the spirit
and idea of free ensemble improvisation is the view that the “tradition” can differ from
improvisation to improvisation depending on the musical conditions that hold for the
moment.
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2- there is no attempt to create a common practice or a means of transmission that would al-

low another group to improvise in the same manner (Benitez 1986).

As a continuation of the viewpoints on tradition(s) comes the question of praxis. The idea
that a group would create or transmit a praxis of their own, or take over some other
group’s praxis, has not been relevant to any of the groups I have been in contact with. No
group has, as far as I know, any ambition to improvise in the same way as any other group,
or to get another group to improvise the way it does. What would be the point of that?
This holds especially with regard to the comments to point 1, that free improvisation en-
sembles neither have nor want to take over nor transmit any musical tradition. Consider-
ing how complex the music can be, and often is, in free ensemble improvisation, one can
also ask if this would even be possible, and if this was the case, then it would only be possi-
ble in very general terms.

Effects

D. Effects of free ensemble improvisation on the participants’ ideas are that:

1- one’s own ideas are so mixed up with the ideas of others that idea identity and cause-
effect relationships dissolve (Parker/Corbett 1994)

2- what other people play is almost part of one’s own material (Bailey/Corbett 1994)

That one’s own ideas are mixed up with those of others so that idea identity and cause-
effect relationships can dissolve (point 1) and that what others play almost becomes part of
one’s own material (point 2) are things I recognize. It is not that I have ever wondered if it
was I or someone else who was playing what I was playing, but that, often enough, I was
not sure why I was playing the things I was playing, and afterwards seemed to understand
that the influences had come more or less from other(s) than myself. In this sense, the ma-
terial of my co-musicians has become part of my material.

I can see six factors that can at least partially explain this. The first is the time overlap
of the gestures. If I begin a gesture and another musician starts reacting to it before it is
finished (which is very common, by the way), it can feel as though the gestures are bound
together, and it can become difficult to decide who influences whom and to what extent
(see appendix A3 Number of cases of overlapping for ranges, 6.2.2 Process, 6.2.4 Ways of
interaction - relations — complexity). The same holds for the reverse turn of events.

The second factor is sound colour. The more alike the sound colours are, the more dif-
ficult it is for both listener(s) and co-musician(s) to define who is doing what.

As a continuation of the sound colour factor, come factors three and four: the number
of musicians and their positioning. The more musicians that improvise simultaneously, the
more difficult it can be to define who does what. The positioning of the musicians in the
room can also contribute to how the different musicians meld together; the closer the mu-
sicians are to one another, the easier it is for them to hear who is playing what.

A more subtle factor is the fifth factor, which I call musical personal chemistry. Proba-
bly due to several reasons (see 6.2.2 Process), certain musicians seem to find one another
musically more easily than others do. To the same extent that they find one another, they
have an easier time blending their respective idea flows to something unified, to mix up
ideas, which can result in the dissolving of cause-effect relationships.
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I call the sixth factor collaboration time. The longer musicians improvise together, the
better they probably get to know one another musically, and the easier it probably is for
them to latch onto and weave together each other’s musical ideas.

3- one’s own ideas are replenished through playing with new musicians
(Bailey/Corbett 1994).

To the extent that one is at all interested in and listens to one’s co-musicians and takes in
their ideas, one’s own ideas will probably be renewed and complemented as a result of this.
(see 6.1.3 Short-term - long-term collaboration)

E. Effects of free ensemble improvisation for the ensemble as a whole are:
1- that one meets “in the One” (Nachmanovitch 1990)

Nachmanovitch’s poetic description of free ensemble improvisation’s meeting “in the
One” is a beautiful description of an optimal collective understanding. As is shown above,
this understanding is, however, not always as easy and beautiful as Nachmanovitch de-
scribes. Within free ensemble improvisation, one also finds partial understanding or even
lack of understanding (total, partial, absent collective understanding, see point B1). It
happens that one can meet, not “in the One”, but ‘in the two’, or more, or not at all. But
if one reads Nachmanovitch’s description as a declaration of an ambition, a goal to strive
for, then I absolutely agree and believe that the possibility of reaching this goal exists. It is,
according to my experience, even possible for this goal to be reached for a longer or
shorter period of time.

2- amusical cross-breeding (by crossing one identity with another) that multiplies the vari-
ety of the total system, something that can be likened to nature’s way of achieving evolu-

tion through cross-breeding (Nachmanovitch 1990).

The likening to a cross-breeding that increases variations within the total system is easier
to accept without reservation. This effect relates to and can be seen as a complementary
view to the reasoning under point D. (cf. 17 Free improvisation — system analogies)

The difference is that point D focuses on ideas/material, whereas Nachmanovitch re-
flects on the effects free ensemble improvisation has on the ensemble as a group of people
rather than as a multiple flow of ideas. Otherwise, this view could just as well have be-
longed to point D.

F. Effects for the members of the ensemble are that free ensemble improvisation:
1- helps usto get out of our our deep and cold isolations and all the layers protecting

and hiding our real self (Feigin 1996)

If point E is about a free improvisation ensemble as a group of people, point F is about
people as individuals in an ensemble.

Whether or not one gets out of “deep and cold isolations” by taking part in free en-
semble improvisation is more of an open question than a fact. I have certainly experienced
warm, human and musical fellowship with other musicians in the ensemble, which I am, of
course, grateful for, but I have also observed and, in some cases, experienced examples of
the opposite, or of indifference. I do, however, think it is, in the long run, impossible to

35



I FREE IMROVISATION

keep up a protective fagade behind which one can hide, since this fagade is gradually seen
through, on both a personal and musical level, by the co-musicians. In this context, I
therefore do not believe in the famous piece of advice: “if you can’t make it, fake it”.

2- opens the opportunity to better understand oneself (Lock 1988)

I have, through my own free improvising, been forced to go through both musical and
personal self-examination. The processes and the insights made, have, in both cases, been
useful, even though they have been painful at times. I believe that through these self-
examination processes I have learned to better understand myself, both in a personal and
musical way. From those experiences, I do not believe, at least not within the context of
free ensemble improvisation, that one can wholly separate the personal from the musical.
What I am as a person is mirrored in my playing, and the other way around. It is only I
who has the responsibility for my actions (the playing), there is no one else who tells me
what to do or how to do it, and there are no notes or other instructions to lean against.
(see 1 The path)

3- helps one to develop one’s nature (Lock 1988).

If “to develop one’s nature” means to strengthen the nature one already has, I can only
partially agree that free ensemble improvisation has that effect. The processes of self-
examination processes that I have gone through have shown me sides of my musical and
personal nature that I, and probably also my co-musicians, have not liked. Development
in these cases has had more to do with restraining and changing my nature rather than
strengthening it. Luckily, I have, however, even found sides that have been possible to
strengthen to good musical and personal effect. The processes of self-examination, to-
gether with the musical and personal work they lead to, is, hopefully, ‘a never-ending
story’.

And finally that
G. The musical meeting with other musicians [in freely improvised music] is its nourishment

and that which furthers the development of the music (Stackenis 2003).

This is an excellent view and summary of free ensemble improvisation - with the adden-
dum that even the musician himself can develop through these meetings, and that one’s
own reflections also contribute to the development of the music.
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6.1.3 Short-term — long-term collaboration
REFERENCES

Bailey (1993) thinks that the longer one plays in a group, the more the music tends to be-
come “very personalised, very closely identified with the player or group of players”. Ac-
cording to Bailey, this can be counteracted “by playing with as many different sorts of im-
provisers as possible”. But, it is also possible that one, through long-term collaboration, can
achieve something one “could not have achieved individually or, in fact, could not have
expected to achieve collectively”. (p. 115)

Evan Parker, interviewed by Bailey, sees advantages with long-term collaboration
with[in] the same ensemble, and states that “things that are established and known be-
tween yourselves probably form as useful a context for the evolution of something new as
anything”. It can, however, also according to Parker, sometimes be good for one “to be
dropped into a slightly shocking situation that you've never been in before”. That can
“produce a different kind of response, a different kind of reaction”. However, Parker also
says that the people he has played with for the longest period of time offer him “the freest
situation to work in”. (p. 128)

A good improviser “takes advantage of the spontaneous input of the moment”, but he can
also use systematic work for “breaking out of common patterns and habits, to make each
performance new and fresh”. In ensemble improvisation, “the mutual interaction may ful-
fil this need, since it is unlikely that each musician has heard the whole repertoire of ideas
of every fellow musician”. (Dahlstedt 2004: 16)

Within free improvisation one finds the term ‘ad hoc’, which refers to temporary meetings
between musicians that have maybe never played together before. There are both risks and
rewards in ad hoc situations. One risk can be that any real communication never has the
time to develop between the musicians, but one reward might be that it might turn into
fantastic music which none of the participants could have imagined beforehand. Ad hoc
playing, despite its risks, is still important for the survival and development of the music
form. (Stackenas 2003: 25)

There are pros and cons of both long-term and short-term working groups. One of the
risks of short-term meetings is that elitism and defence of one’s positions become greater
when people do not know one another. One might be afraid to play totally honestly, and
therefore the final result is worse. In long-term working groups there is a risk that a com-
mon language grows for that particular group, which might limit the development and the
freedom of the improvisation. An advantage of short-term groups is that one can never
predict what the final result will be. (Tuominen 1998: 26)
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SUMMARIES AND REFLECTIONS

A. Advantages of short-term collaboration are that:

1- aslightly shocking situation can produce a different kind of response/reaction (than that
of long-term collaboration) (Parker/Bailey 1993)

2- it turns into fantastic music which none of the participants could have imagined before-
hand (Stackenis 2003)

3- one can never predict what the final result will be (Tuominen 1998).

That short-term collaboration can result in another sort of response, another sort of reac-
tion than long-term collaboration (point 1), in fantastic music that none of the partici-
pants could have imagined beforehand (point 2), and in a music where the final result is
unpredictable (point 3), are points that should also reasonably apply to long-term collabo-
ration. One can hardly assume that the goals of long-term collaboration would be to reach
the same responses and reactions as had always been reached before, to achieve less fantas-
tic music, which the participants could imagine beforehand, and that the final result should
be predictable. And this is definitely not the case with my experiences of longer collabora-
tions.

B. Disadvantages of short-term collaboration are that elitism and defence of one’s positions
can become greater when people do not know one another, and that one might be afraid to
play totally honestly, which makes the final result worse (Tuominen 1998).

I have not experienced that elitism and defence of positions have increased when people
who do not know one another improvise together, nor have I noticed any fear of playing
honestly from anyone in such a situation. I have, on the whole, never experienced elitism
and defence of positions in connection with free ensemble improvisation. Rather, these
situations have been marked by mutual respect, a will to make the best of the situation,
and awareness that everyone is equally exposed and just as vulnerable — and are all in the
same boat.

C. Disadvantages of long-term collaboration are that:

1- the music tends to become very personalised and closely identified with the player or
group of players (Bailey 1993)

2- acommon language can grow which might limit the development and the freedom of the

improvisation (Tuominen 1998).
The phenomena under points 1 and 2 can be risks associated with long-term collaboration.

D. Methods of counteracting possible negative effects of long-term collaboration are:

1- to play with as many different sorts of improvisers as possible (Bailey 1993)

The antidote, i.e. to play with as many different improvisers as possible, works to the same
extent as one is or makes oneself receptive to such temporary influences. On the condition
that one is receptive, short-term collaboration can be a refreshing complement to long-
term collaboration.
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2- the mutual interaction may fulfil this need, since it is unlikely that each musician has

heard the whole repertoire of ideas of every fellow musician (Dahlstedt 2004)

I also see mutual musical interaction as a central force against stagnation, patterns and
habits, among other reasons because it is improbable that each musician has heard “the
whole repertoire of ideas of every fellow musician”. Furthermore, each musician’s “reper-
toire of ideas” changes continually through his or her own practice (see point 3 below),
through short-term collaborations with others and through the interactive influences that
also exist in long-term collaboration. A musician’s idea repertoire is not a static phenome-
non but a highly dynamic and varying one. Musicians can surprise and do surprise each
other with different contributions and reactions even in long-term collaboration. (cf. 13.1

Free improvisation - idiomatic improvisation)
3- to use systematic work for breaking out of common patterns and habits (Dahlstedt 2004).

I believe more and more in systematic work as a method, not only in order to break free
from patterns and habits (both individual and collective ones), but also to consciously and
actively develop free ensemble improvisation, which, in turn, possibly demands long-term
collaboration. By systematic work, I mean exercises that do not prompt any special way of
improvising but that open possibilities to think along new paths, and exercises that widen
and differentiate one’s perspective on free ensemble improvisation and the musical possi-
bilities it offers, both materially and interactively. For the purpose of free ensemble im-
provisation, such exercises can essentially be reduced to relational exercises. Examples of
such exercises and/or other exercises are in, for example, Bergstrom-Nielsen (1998), Dean
(1989), Nunn (1998), and Pelz-Sherman (1998). (see 6.1.2 Ensemble, 14.2 Similarities)

*Nunn describes a three-stage developmental process for the work he does with a
new instrument (this is about instruments he has built himself).

It has been my experience that when I've made a new instrument, it is pretty easy to im-
provise interestingly on it. The freshness of the new sounds (or new arrangements of
sound devices) offers many new ideas and promises unlimited potential. However, as I
become more familiar with the instrument, that freshness wears off. The improvisa-
tions can become less interesting, more technically oriented (as I develop new tech-
niques) and self-indulgent (i.e., more interesting to the player than the audience); less
beginner’s mind. As this continues, a challenge (I characterize it “the wall”) presents it-
self: the challenge to go beyond what can already be done and to discover deeper, mu-
sical implications. You could say that the challenge is always there; true. However, it’s
more apparent at some stages than others. The “wall” has to be broken through. When
that happens, a new plateau of technical facility, of freshness of ideas and of new poten-
tialities is reached, and the process begins again, cyclically, toward the next plateau, a
process that never ends. (Nunn 1992: 13-14)

Nunn's reasoning about the developmental process for his work with a new instrument
can perhaps, in general terms, be transferrable to the collaboration between freely impro-
vising musicians. Short-term collaboration only reaches the first stage of one of Nunn’s
cyclical development processes, ad hoc ensembles perhaps only the beginning of the first
stage, while long-term collaboration opens possibilities to also reach stages two and three.
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In contrast to short-term collaboration, long-term collaboration can also make it possible
for musicians to go through the cycle of the developmental process more than once. The
number of cyclical development processes that are possible for an ensemble to go through
is, however, an open question. How does one know when no further development is possi-
ble, that there is no longer any wall to break through, or when the ensemble’s ability to
make a breakthrough has reached its limit? The number of cyclical development processes
gone through is naturally also dependent on the length of the long-term collaboration.

E. Advantages of long-term collaboration are that:

1- one can achieve something that one could not have achieved individually or, could not
have expected to achieve collectively (Bailey 1993)

2- things that are established and known between the musicians probably form as useful a
context for the evolution of something new as anything, and that the people one has
played with for the longest period of time offer the freest situation to work in
(Parker/Bailey 1993)

I do not believe that long-term collaboration in itself is a prerequisite for attaining some-
thing one could not have attained individually or collectively (point 1). One can attain
unpredictable things individually and/or collectively even in short-term collaboration. I
do, however, believe that long-term collaboration, in the form of cyclical development
processes, helps both the individually- and collectively-attained to reach a greater depth, as
well as it being more pervading and transforming for both the individual and the ensem-
ble, than that attained in short-term collaboration, and I regard these effects as positive.

In this perspective, the musicians one has played with for a long time are prerequisites
for such cyclical development work, and things that are established and known between
musicians become the common base that grows during these processes —not, however, as
something strict and unmoving but as something that is in constant change. (point 2)

3- in contrast to short-term collaboration, there is time for real communication to develop

between the musicians (Stackenas 2003).

In long-term cyclical collaborations and developmental processes, it is increasingly prob-
able that “real communication” will have more time to develop between the musicians,
together with the probability that this communication may also become deeper, and of a
more transforming nature. To the same extent, this probability decreases in short-term
collaborations; not that there is no communication in short-term collaborations, or even
in ad hoc ensembles, but the communication that takes place between the co-musicians is
probably more superficial than is the case in long-term collaborations and does not reach
the same depths and is not as pervading.

F. Ad hoc playing is important for the survival and development of free improvisation
(Stackends 2003).

It is, after all, meaningless to propagate for an either/or when it comes to short- and long-
term collaboration respectively; it is, however, meaningful to propagate for both. The
short- and long-term collaborative forms complement one another in about the same way
as conversations with close friends during a long period of time can be complemented by
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conversations during temporary meetings with people one does not know, or at least does
not know so well. One’s thought processes are stimulated by both of these forms of con-
versation. Repeated conversations allow the participants to burrow deeper into the ques-
tions that are being discussed, and that they can get to know one another on a more pro-
found level, while temporary conversations at temporary meetings can add new
conversational subjects as well as new views on old subjects.

Short-term and long-term collaboration guarantee more breadth, depth and develop-
ment within free ensemble improvisation. Both are necessary for the survival of the music
form. That “ad hoc playing is important for the survival and development of free improvi-
sation” I therefore perceive as half the truth but nevertheless as an important half.

If I were forced to choose one of these alternatives, however, I would choose long-term
collaboration. This is because I am most interested in and fascinated by the interac-
tive/communicative potential of free ensemble improvisation, which I feel is best attain-
able through long-term collaboration and through the cyclical development processes
Nunn speaks of, and which I, to a great extent, would like to trace back to systematic work
being a prerequisite. However, this choice is a personal one, and others can, for their own
equally personal and good reasons, prefer short-term collaboration.

6.1.4 Ensemble size — large ensembles — directing
REFERENCES

The ideal size of an intuitive music group is between 4-12 musicians. A group that size is
big enough for the individual to be able to get varied impulses and small enough that
everyone can make themselves heard as an important part of the group.
(Bergstrom-Nielsen 1998: 7)

Couldry (1995) sees two risks with predetermined structures for improvisation in large
groups. One is “the tendency of the listener to interpret music as if it were a composition”,
a habit that is “deeply ingrained”. For him “there is a risk that too explicit an emphasis on
the composed structure will result in a confusion of message, and will detract from the
openendedness that is the essence of improvisation™. (p. 22)

The second is the mistake “to think that composed structures are necessary to success-
ful group improvisation”. As an example of such a belief being a mistake he mentions the
group King Ubii.

King Ubi, /.../ (nine players more or less), do not rely on composed structures; their
playing concentrates with remarkable success on the achieving of collective gestures
and through them the suggesting of wider structures, in each case through group
interaction of exceptional flexibility and immediacy of response. This is the result of a
refining of instinct through playing together for a considerable period. Their music
illustrates a potential of large group playing to achieve complex sonorities and gestures
of great amplitude which has hardly been explored. (pp. 22-23)
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“The more people that are improvising simultaneously, the more important it becomes for
each to have the ability to change his direction on the spur of the moment, according to
the ever changing context.” (Ellis 1965: 1)

Improvisation in large groups has, according to Fell (1998), “always been a scarce
commodity”, and the basic characteristic of “working with large ensembles is that all the
difficulties and uncertainties of improvised music making are multiplied proportionately”.
(p- 1)

Fell exemplifies some of these difficulties.

Small-scale groupings make it possible to assemble a set of almost like-minded
musicians who will have similar objectives and aesthetic aspirations, and as a result
will offer sustained enthusiasm and practical support; but the statistics of a large group
will almost invariably throw up several members who are not really sure whether they
want to be there; since free music runs almost entirely on enthusiasm and goodwill,
this can act as a considerable damper on a project’s future prospects. (p. 2)

There are also straightforward but often overlooked difficulties in large-scale
performance; actually hearing what other players are doing can be difficult if they are
physically separated from you by a large number of musicians. This can limit the
potential for subtle interaction to only those musicians who are relatively near, or
encourage musicians to play more loudly or forcibly than they would otherwise
consider. (p. 2)

The lack of external infrastructure for this music means it is perhaps to be expected that
most instigators of large-scale projects start from a personal concept which they wish to
explore. Not only does this provide an objective which side-steps the question of
mutually-agreed aesthetic criteria, but it also obviates the necessity of the musicians to
accept public responsibility of the whole of the resulting music, which can be
problematic for improvisors with their own artistic identities. But as soon as one artistic
vision has dominance, the role of the large group as an improvising ensemble tends to
become blurred. (p. 2)

So, according to Fell, it

might be wise to bear in mind that if some of the most experienced and skilled
improvisors in the music’s history have reservations about large-group free
improvising, it may just be because experience has taught them that it’s a high-risk
strategy, possibly with musically modest benefits. (p. 2)

He sees three method categories for structuring large free improvisation ensembles:
“non-invasive and invasive”, along with “soloist(s) and the rest”. (p. 3)

My definition of non-invasive would be those methods which seek to define very
general principles, such as who might play when, a very general description of the type
of material to be explored (either verbal or notated) or an indication of the
mood/atmosphere which the piece might seek to generate (without specific musical
instructions). The essential point of non-invasive structures is that the musicians
should feel sufficiently unencumbered that they can improvise sensitively, creatively
and effectively, using their musical sensitivities alone to guide them. /.../ I am
increasingly of the conviction that improvisors cannot improvise to the best of their
ability if they are aware that their improvisation may be interrupted at any time,
requiring them to suddenly change to a different activity; any group which simply feels
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it is waiting for the next cue will fail to make the best use of the musical space made
available to it. (p. 3)

One of the most traditional ways of circumventing this problem is to have two types of
performer, the soloist(s) and the rest, and for the musicians to be allocated one of those
two roles at any given time. Soloists are allowed freedom to develop material,
hopefully in their own time, whilst the ‘rest’ follow cues, realise notation, etc. This is, of
course, the organising principle of most large-scale modern/contemporary/free jazz.
Its main disadvantage for the improvising ensemble is that it tends to encourage an
either/or mentality, with musicians either free to contribute spontaneously or not.
Since one of the skills which proves essential to large-group improv is the ability to
judge the appropriateness of playing at any given time, and where within the wide-
ranging spectrum from silence to total dominance to place this contribution, this
compartmentalisation must be a backward step. It seems to encourage musicians to
resign their responsibility for the music, which is the last thing improvisation should
seek to inherit from classical forms. (pp. 3-4)

It seems to me that a more valuable option is to accept that an improvising orchestra is
not going to be able to (or more properly neither needs to nor should want to) emulate
the structural effects and cohesive strategies employed by composed music, and in
refusing to try and force the musicians through these hoops, one can allow the tender
flower of improvisation to flourish more readily. (p. 4)

By invasive methods, Fell means

a scheme or structure which requires the musicians to divide their attention between
improvising and some other activity (watching the conductor, reading music, throwing
sponges around(!), etc). These invasive techniques seem to be the ones which prove
most problematic for improvisors, and much care is required if they are to be used with
any degree of success. (p. 4)

Tim Hodgkinson feels that “pure free improvisation tends to work beautifully with small
groups of people but when you get above a certain number it’s very difficult to make it
work without there being limits of some type or another”.

(Hodgkinson, Fell, Hayward & England 2003: 2)

According to Jost, “a larger group requires a larger measure of musical organization and
pre-planning than a small group, in which spontaneous interactions between the musi-

cians work out more smoothly”. “Organized discipline leaves little room for spontaneous
processes of evolution”. The biggest problem for free improvisation big bands lies

first and foremost in employing the sound potential of a large apparatus structurally,
without having to revert to the normative organization of the “classical” big band, that
is, without having to reduce the individual creativity of a majority of the players to
merely reading notes. (Jost 1994: 182)
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The ideal number of musicians in intuitive music is 4-5 since this number is relatively easy
to grasp. (Lutz 1999: 24)

Derek Bailey thinks that small group improvisation is just better most of the time.
However, “when large group improvisation is good, it is quite amazing, something
incomparable”. According to him, large group improvisations is “a high risk activity and
it’s not just difficult, it’s kind of impossible. But it still does happen that now and then, it’s
really successful. And then it’s extraordinary”. Many people do, however, “like to try and
turn large group improvisation into something else a bit more tidy; they usually do it by
imposing structures of one kind or another”. This makes large ensemble improvisation
“kind of easier”, but it also “sort of misses the point”. Bailey prefers “the failures of the
other thing”. (Martin 1996: 4)

According to Pignon (1992), there is a critical size for a group of (human) minds that
together try to reach a self-organizing FFE (Far From Equilibrium) instability: it is three,
perhaps in exceptional cases four. Larger groups do not seem to produce anything
satisfactory in the way of improvisational form, but only rather stable, highly entropic,
static states. (p. 7)

In free improvisation big bands, the members do not attempt to reach FFE instability,
but rather set up a tutor/managerial division that tries to ensure that the player contributes
in the ‘right’ way to the whole. What every musician plays in detail becomes secondary, as
long as it is the ‘right sort of musical component’. (pp. 7-8)

Power prefers group improvisation, but says that four musicians “would be the maximum
number of people for an improvisation”. The reason for his opinion is that “when you are
improvising in music, the key component is focusing on what the other person is playing,
not what you are playing”, which becomes difficult with more than four participants.
(Power 1996: 1)

Large ensembles, as well as good ensemble improvisation, may need some kind of a referent.

As a general rule, the larger the performing ensemble, the more restricted the scope for
successful improvisation, and the more necessary a detailed referent to achieve overall
coherence. /.../ An ensemble without an agreed-upon common referent (e.g., free
music ensemble) frequently results in a presentation of co-existing rather than inter-
relating streams. (Pressing 1984: 351)

Solomon (1986) thinks that “the number of players in an improvisation ensemble has a
profound effect on its outcome”. The need for control is proportional to the number of
musicians. As the number of musicians increases, Solomon has observed that “there is a
greater trend towards unifying elements, such as pedal points, tonality, rhythmic and
melodic motives, etc.”, “there is less variation in individual parts”, and that “there is
greater individual restraint”. (p. 232)

The ideal size for an improvisation ensemble is, according to Solomon’s experience,
two to five members. (p. 232)
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SUMMARIES AND REFLECTIONS

Ensemble size

A. Recommended group sizes for free ensemble improvisation:
1- 4-12 musicians (Bergstrom-Nielsen 1998)

2- 4-5musicians (Lutz 1999)

3- 3-4 musicians (Pignon 1992)

4— max4 musicians (Power 1996)

5- 2-5musicians (Solomon 1986).

If one compares the alternatives, one finds an ideal size of four musicians, followed by the
alternatives three or five musicians, that is, the median for the alternatives is 3-5
musicians. (points 1-5)

The determining word behind each respective alternative seems to be enough; big
enough for the individual to get varied impulses, and small enough so that each member
will be able to make himself heard as an important part of the group; small enough to be
grasped, big/small enough to achieve self-organising FFE instability, and small enough for
everyone to be able to focus on what everyone else is playing.

For smaller improvisation ensembles, even I tend towards the median alternative, i.e.
3-5 musicians, as best suited for the ‘enough’ opinions above. Also, a group of, at the
most, five musicians is easier to handle logistically than a larger group, which is an insight
that has been acquired in a way that has not always been unproblematic. In addition to,
and apart from the size of the ensemble, the combination of instruments is also of interest
(see below).

Large ensembles

B. Large ensemble improvisation is:

1- ascarce commodity (Fell 1998)

2- ahigh-risk strategy, possibly with musically modest benefits (Fell 1998)

3- ahigh-risk activity that is difficult and kind of impossible (Bailey/Martin 1996).

I have had the privilege of working in both small and large free improvisation ensembles,
even though the latter has been “a scarce commodity” for me as well (point 1). My
experiences from large improvisation ensembles have not given me any reason to
categorically speak of a “high-risk strategy” or a “high-risk activity” (points 2, 3), but
rather of an exciting journey with greater possibilities for musical variation/combinations
than in small improvisation ensembles. I reject decidedly the notion that large ensemble
improvisation would be impossible, but admit that it is more difficult to manage than
improvisation in small ensembles, since there are more musical contributions to take into
account and relate to in large ensembles than in small ones. The possible musical reward
has about the same musical odds as improvisation in small groups, and can include
everything from catastrophe to success.

The most evident difference is that each musician gets less musical space in a large
improvisation ensemble than in a small one, and, to a corresponding extent, less
responsibility for if and how the improvisational process develops. Another difference is, as
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mentioned above, is of a logistical nature; it is more difficult to manage and coordinate all
the practical things in connection with concerts and trips, etc., in a large improvisation

ensemble than in a small one.

C. Larger groups do not seem to produce anything satisfactory in the way of improvisational
form, but only rather stable, highly entropic, static states (Pignon 1992).

I think I understand what Pignon refers to when he talks about only stable, highly
entropic, static states, since I have experienced this in large ensemble improvisation. As I
interpret the expression, such states occur when everyone plays simultaneously and the
musical event density, and often also the strength, is high and even, and therefore the
possibilities for interactive detailed playing between a few musicians fewer. I have
experienced this, but the critical word in this context is “only”. During the 1970s, when we
tested, among other things, playing in a large free improvisation ensemble, these highly
entropic states occurred rather often, and they were often stable and static. Over the past
ten years, playing with some of the same musicians, my experiences have, however, been
different. The stable, highly entropic, static states have not occurred as often or for as long
a period of time, and the improvisations have far from “only” consisted of these states. On
the contrary, most of the time has been used by smaller constellations, even soloists,
within the large ensemble, while the rest of the ensemble has been silent or acted as a
discreet background. Occasionally, these constellations/solo sections have been replaced by
collective manifestations, which I have not, however, in the context, experienced as stable,
highly entropic, static states, but rather as refreshing contrasts to, and often musical
consequences of, the constellation/solo sections.

Yet another view can be that stable, highly entropic, static states are not necessarily,
and not by definition, something bad; they can also be seen as something musically good
and satisfying by their creators. This happens occasionally. (cf. “sound mass” in 6.2.3
Interaction - communication — conversation, 6.2.4 Ways of interaction - relations -

complexity)

D. When large ensemble improvisation is good, it is quite amazing and something

incomparable; when it is successful, it is extraordinary (Bailey/Martin 1996).

My experiences during the past few years cause me to believe that free large ensemble
improvisation is possible at an acceptable musical level, that it can be and sometimes is
fantastic, something incomparable and extraordinary, but also, as mentioned above, that it
is a somewhat clumsy apparatus that does not allow as much freedom for the individual
musician or demand as much responsibility as free small group improvisation. (see point B)

E. The more people that are improvising simultaneously, the more important it becomes for
each to have the ability to change his direction on the spur of the moment, according to the

ever changing context (Ellis 1965).

This is certainly the case, albeit with certain reservations. There is a certain delay before a
new direction has taken root in the entire ensemble, and the delay probably increases the
more musicians there are in the ensemble (see 6.2.4 Ways of interaction - relations -
complexity). No matter the size of the ensemble, less delay of course means greater
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demands on the musicians to be able to quickly and without preparation change direction
— and the other way around. Another alternative is to see an intrinsic value in the delay
and its effect(s), and to remain there interestedly as long as possible. Then the demand to
be able to quickly change direction no longer exists. Quick changes in direction might
even be something negative.

The delay is, however, not only dependent on the size of the ensemble but also at least
as much on the quality of the musicians. The more skilled the improvisers, the less time a
change in direction can take, whether the ensemble is large or small, as long as all the
musicians are interested in the change. If not everyone is, the result will either be different
parallel directions or that the last-born direction lives a short life. A free improvisation
ensemble, whether it is large or small, can, but does not have to work, and does not always
work, just like a flock of birds or a school of fish that apparently without preparation
change direction immediately and simultaneously.

One can therefore only claim that skilled improvisational musicians should be able to
change direction quickly and without preparation according to the ever-changing context,
but not that they have to do so. If they choose not to do so, this does not necessarily mean
that they are worse improvisers or that the improvisation is less successful.

F. It is more difficult to assemble a set of almost like-minded musicians into a large group than
into a small one (Fell 1998).

In my case, large ensembles have come about as a result of a common initiative by a group
of musicians. After having made this decision, the group has gone on to invite musicians
that the group has believed in and felt to be suitable for the context. The group that took
the initiative has, of course, asked musicians that the group felt were like-minded. Certain
musicians later showed themselves no longer to be like-minded and could, without any
discord, say no to the invitation. Others have thought that they were like-minded, but
have realized after a while that free large ensemble improvisation was not their ‘thing’ and
have also, without any discord, left the group. There have, however, always been enough
musicians who were like-minded and continued to be so. I have therefore not experienced
much greater difficulty in collecting musicians to take part in a large free improvisation
ensemble than in a small one. I think this may partly be due to the fact that large free
improvisation ensembles are relatively uncommon and can therefore seem interesting for
improvising musicians, and partly due to the fact that musicians naturally see the unique
musical potential of such an ensemble and want to experience its manifestation.

It has, however, shown itself to be true that it is more difficult to keep a large ensemble
together for a longer period of time than it is to keep a small one together. In a large
ensemble, the individual musician is more anonymous than in a small one, gets less space,
and therefore probably feels less responsibility for the ensemble as a whole, which makes
specific projects/concerts more important as a motor for a large ensemble’s existence and
survival than is the case with regard to a small ensemble. (see 1 The path)

G. Large ensembles are characterized by the fact that:
1- itis more difficult to place everyone so that everyone hears each other (Fell 1998)
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It is obvious that musicians cannot interact sensitively without hearing one another. It is
also obvious that there is a limit to the number of musicians that can meet in a space so
that everyone hears everyone else, due, among other things, to the room one is in, its size,
form and acoustics. If this limit is exceeded, it becomes more difficult to carry out a free
ensemble improvisation in a meaningful way without any form of directing — especially if
everyone plays simultaneously and perhaps louder than they otherwise would have done.

Besides the positioning of the musicians, the combination of instruments and the
sound colour are decisive for the musicians being able to hear one another. Quiet
instruments risk disappearing in the sound picture if and when they are combined with
louder instruments. Many instruments of the same kind make it more difficult for the
musicians to discern who does what. In large ensemble improvisation, instrumental
combinations and sound colour are therefore just as important to take into account as the
positioning of the musicians.

2- itis difficult to employ the sound potential structurally, without some sort of normative

organization (for a majority of the players to merely reading notes) (Jost 1994)

*In Karush, structure is defined as a system of connections between elements in a set.
(Karush 1970:311)

*In The Swedish National Encyclopedia [Nationalencyklopedin (NE)], structure is
defined as the inner relations and connections that prevail between the parts of a
whole. (The Swedish National Encyclopedia: Structure [Struktur])

In relation to Karush and NE, I define improvisations as “sets” or “wholes”, gestures and
sections as “elements” or “parts”, and material and functional relations as “connections”
or “relations” (material and functional relations, see 6.2.1 Listening). Structure then
becomes the material and functional relations that come about between gestures and
sections in improvisations. With this definition of structure, all improvisations (even the
freest) unavoidably attain a structure. In light of this view, I interpret the difficulties of
using the sound potential in a structured way, without any normative organization, for
example, in the form of sheet music, such that structure stands for some special (and
predetermined?) kind of structure that is desirable and that is seen as a prerequisite for
discussing structure at all. However, according to my understanding of free ensemble
improvisation and my definition of structure, I feel that free ensemble improvisation, no
matter the size of the group, is not consistent with having to attain or adhere to any
special kind of structure, nor do I feel that any manifestation of structure can be a non-
structure, nor even considered as having a better or worse structure — improvisations quite
simply get the structures they get.

3- all the difficulties and uncertainties of improvised music making are multiplied
proportionately [to the number of participants] (Fell 1998)

4- the need for control is proportional to the number of musicians (Solomon 1986).

It is certainly true that some difficulties and uncertainties increase proportionally to the
number of participants in free ensemble improvisation (point 3). The examples mentioned
above of difficulties that musicians have hearing one another (positioning of musicians,
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instrument combinations, and sound colour) are proportional to the number of musicians
in the ensemble. Yet another difficulty that is proportional to the number of participants is
the increased complexity that can occur in large ensemble improvisation — especially if and
when all the musicians play simultaneously (see 6.2.4 Ways of interaction - relations —
complexity).

The opinion that large ensemble improvisation results in a sounding chaos rather than
in a meaningful ensemble improvisation is sometimes voiced. This opinion is touched
upon above (point C) and I would like to make further comments on “stable, highly
entropic, static states” by summing up with the words musical maturity. It is clear in the
comments to point C that the large ensemble improvisation that I have experienced
became somewhat different during the 1990s compared to the 1970s. Musical maturity is
the reason for this. We had learned to better vary large ensemble improvisation with
regard to tutti, smaller constellations and soli, and even vary the dynamics and the density
of events during the tutti sections. This demands musical maturity in the form of
discipline and judgement regarding when, what and how one should play (or pause) so that
the whole can be experienced as satisfactory.

It is thus not so simple as saying that the need for control in free large ensemble
improvisation is only proportional to the number of participants (point 4). More decisive
for the success/failure of a free large ensemble improvisation is quite simply the musical
maturity of the participants.

To the extent that it exists, and as a consequence of musical maturity, not everyone
plays all the time in free large ensemble improvisation, just as everyone does not always
play in a symphony orchestra. This leads to shifts between tutti, smaller constellations and
soli, the latter with or without background. As a consequence of musical maturity, the
dynamics also vary (besides the demands placed by the relations between loud-quiet
instruments), and the density of events in both tutti and constellation sections, which,
together with shifts between tutti, smaller constellations and soli, make it easier for the
participants to hear one another and thus be able to perceive and grasp the ever-changing
complexity.

There are two possibilities for the tutti sections occurring: either everyone does not
hear everyone else, depending on the conditions described above, or they do hear one
another, because the ensemble has adapted to the conditions described above. If the state
does not last too long but takes on a more ephemeral character, even the first alternative
can be accepted; however, generally, the second alternative is naturally preferable (cf.
views under point C).

Yet another consequence of musical maturity is that the combining of instruments in
smaller constellations becomes more self-regulating so that the ensemble as a whole strives
for varied/contrasting instrumental combinations and for the optimal functioning of the
instrument combinations. This is attained either through the combinations in themselves
(similar—dissimilar and quiet-loud instruments respectively) or through the musicians in
the smaller combinations that do occur, quite simply adapting to the potential of the
instruments that the combinations are made up of.

Regarding the positioning of the musicians, my experience has shown that common
sense, previous experience of large groups, and, if necessary, collective decisions about
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where the musicians should be positioned go a long way. Even this is a consquence of
musical maturity.

I therefore see the need for control in free large ensemble improvisation as conversely
proportional to the musical maturity of the participating musicians rather than pro-
portional to the number of musicians.

H. Effects in large ensembles are that:
1- there is a greater trend towards unifying elements, such as pedal points, tonality,
rhythmic and melodic motives, etc., less variation in individual parts, and that there is

greater individual restraint (Solomon 1986)

That there is a greater trend towards unifying elements, such as “pedal points, tonality,
rhythmic and melodic motives, etc.”, in large free improvisation groups than in small ones
is not something I have noticed. To the extent that such elements occur, and they do, they
occur, as far as I can tell, independently of the size of the group. The same holds true for
“less variation in individual parts”. A musician does not generate less imagination and
creativity because the ensemble is large. However, as noted earlier, there is less musical
space (“greater individual restraint”), which has to do with the size of the ensemble.

2- atutor/managerial division is set up that tries to ensure that the player contributes in the
‘right’ way to the whole (Pignon 1992).

I do not recognize that the idea of a tutor/managerial division, which tries to ensure that
the player contributes in the ‘right’ way to the whole, is automatically set up in large
improvisation ensembles. I have, however, often experienced self-critical conversations
after improvisations, conversations that have taken place whether the group has been large
or small, that have included all the group’s participants and that have, for the most part,
been fruitful and meaningful. These conversations have, in turn, influenced future
improvisations with the group and have in this sense been indirectly tutorial, but not
supervisory or managerial. Such conversations are just as important in all free impro-
visation ensembles, large as well as small.

I have difficulty seeing how a tutor/managerial division could work in real-time other
than possibly by it dominating the ensemble with musical examples (I am not including,
sheet music, conductors, etc. here). If this were to happen, however, it would probably be ill-
received by the other musicians and would maybe result in some musicians consciously
playing in another manner or not at all, and in the worst case cause the ensemble to break up.

Methods of directing - directing

I. Directing can be placed into three principal method categories:

1- non-invasive, which allow the musicians to feel sufficiently unencumbered to improvise
sensitively, creatively and effectively, using their musical sensitivities alone to guide
them (Fell 1998)

If T were to grade the directing method categories according to how much they disturb the
musicians in free ensemble improvisation, invasive methods would come first, as most
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disturbing, “soloist(s) and the rest” second, and non-invasive methods third, as the least
disturbing.

Of the methods for directing I have had the opportunity to try, it is the non-invasive
methods that have worked best since they force the musicians to a lesser extent to divide
their attention between what is actually happening in the improvisation and some other
activity, such as, for example, reading and following instructions (texts, graphics, etc.) or
following the directions of a leader. To a correspondingly greater extent, they allow the
musicians to improvise in relation to each other’s contributions and thereby let themselves
be led by what they actually hear and by their musical intuition.

Of the non-invasive methods, those that only comprise a who-plays-with-whom
approach have worked best since even general descriptions of the material to be explored,
or indications of moods/atmospheres that the music may seek to generate do not either
take into account what is happening in the improvisation, i.e. how it is actually
developing.

The difference between the non-invasive who-plays-with-whom methods I have tried
and Zorn’s “game pieces” (see 14.3 Mixed forms) is that the different musician
constellations in the latter are put onto a timeline, with its resultant time limits. In the
former, however, they are only put in a temporal order without any time limits. This
difference is important because even a predetermined time limit fails to take into account
the way the improvisation within the respective constellation actually develops.

Non-invasive methods at least show one possibility of using the sound potential of a
larger group in a predetermined, ‘structured’ way without going back to the organization
of the classical big band.

2- invasive, which prove most problematic for improvisers, and much care is required if

they are to be used with any degree of success (Fell 1998)

I have experienced invasive methods as distracting, and sometimes as overtly disturbing,
since they take into account what is actually happening in an improvisation to a lesser
extent than non-invasive methods. They also demand to a greater extent that the
musicians divide their attention between the improvisation and some other activity. This
certainly makes such methods “problematic for improvisers”, and certainly “much care is
required if they are to be used with any degree of success”. The question is if they are at all
consistent with and useful in free ensemble improvisation. I do not think so.

3- “soloist(s) and the rest”, which tends to encourage an either/or mentality, with musicians
either free to contribute spontaneously or not. This compartmentalisation is a backward
step. It seems to encourage musicians to resign their responsibility for the music, which
is the last thing improvisation should seek to inherit from classical forms. (Fell 1998).

Directing in the form of “soloist(s) and the rest” can be formed in different ways. If the
soloist on the one hand is free while the rest are to follow cues, notations, etc., this form of
directing becomes a mix of free improvisation (the soloist) and invasive methods (the
rest). A consequence of invasive methods taking less account of what is actually happening
in an improvisation is that they take away the possibility to be able to decide from “the
rest” of the musicians, the suitability of playing at a given moment and how the contribu-
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tions should be formed “within the wide-ranging spectrum from silence to total
dominance”, which makes this method of structuring a backward step, if seen from the
point of view of free ensemble improvisation.

If, on the other hand, the division between the soloist and “the rest” takes place
according to a non-invasive who-plays-with-whom method, the soloist is still just as free,
and the other musicians are free to decide when, what and how they should play in relation
to the soloist.

The first method can hardly stimulate the musicians to take more or even just as much
responsibility for the music as the second, and also means that the musicians leave the
responsibility for the music to another person, that is, the one who stands for the cues,
notations, etc. This attitude is certainly not something free improvisers should “inherit
from classical forms”.

Moreover, one can, within this form of directing, accept playing in turns, without any
limits for the soloists and leave the rest to “the rest” to shape their contributions as they
wish, according to their own judgement and in relation to what the respective soloist plays.

Self-chosen limitations may be another aspect of directing. (see 8 A word about freedom)

J. Predetermined structures can cause improvisations to be interpreted as if they were
compositions (a habit that is deeply ingrained), or lead to the belief that composed structures

are necessary to successful group improvisation (Couldry 1995).

Free improvisers do not, of course, want their free improvisations to be interpreted as
compositions. What would the point of free improvisations then be? Predetermined
structures are, in themselves, compositions. To improvise according to predetermined
structures is, then, to interpret such compositions. Free ensemble improvisations are, how-
ever, not compositions or interpretations of compositions, and predetermined structures
are consequentially not necessary for free improvisations, not even for, or perhaps
especially not for, successful ones. I even find it probable that a predetermined structure in
the form of, for example, a detailed referent hinders rather than contributes to the coming
into being of “inter-relating streams” (see point N), since it is through such a referent that
certain “streams” are rejected, and only those that are consistent with the referent are
accepted. A referent also causes the musicians to divide their attention between what is
actually happening and the referent. (see 6.3 Definitions, 14.3 Mixed forms, 15 Free
improvisation - interpretation)

K. Iflarge improvisation ensembles are the result of one person’s idea, this can:

1- obviate the necessity of the musicians to accept public responsibility of the whole of the
resulting music (Fell 1998)

2- cause the role [identity] of the large group as an improvisation ensemble to become
blurred (Fell 1998)

A free improvisation ensemble can be the result of one person’s idea in one or both of two
ways. It can be created through one person’s initiative but afterwards be left free to
collectively develop musically; or it can, after its creation (by one or more creators), also be
more or less directed musically by one person’s idea. As noted, I have not experienced
either of these variants, but see the first as acceptable and consistent with free ensemble
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improvisation (cf. point F). The other way, however, is not acceptable. That one person’s
idea should direct a free improvisation group musically is just a way of giving referent
structures a voice and two legs instead of them being on paper or in another form. In the
latter case, the musicians do not take responsibility for the music themselves but have
given it to another person (who, if the person is a conductor, does not even take part in
the ensemble playing) (point 1). In such a situation, one can naturally ask oneself if the
group’s identity really is a free improvisation ensemble (point 2). I do not think so.

3- cause the idea of mutually-agreed aesthetic criteria to be side-stepped (Fell 1998).

This can only take place as a consequence of the second way, according to the comments
to points 1 and 2, and is thus not consistent with free ensemble improvisation.

Aesthetic criteria that have been mutually agreed upon can, of course, be of different
kinds in a free improvisation ensemble. The only aesthetic criteria that can be mutually
agreed upon and that are consistent with free ensemble improvisation are, in my view,
that the musicians accept the musical result no matter how it turns out and that the
musicians strive for as good an interaction as possible. (Outer and inner aesthetics,
respectively, see 6.1.1 Solo — ensemble, 9 Evaluation).

What is considered good interaction can, however, not be stipulated in advance, and
especially not by one person. All the participating musicians can, however, speak of this
afterwards, which is not unusual (see point H). During such conversations, both the views
that the participants mutually agree upon, as well as the views that they do not mutually
agree upon, can come up. A certain disagreement about these views can work as a positive
force in the development of an ensemble, on the condition that the different viewpoints
are tolerated and experienced as dynamic and negotiable by the participants, and on the
condition that the conversations are not allowed to be dominated by the views of one
person. (see 9 Evaluation)

Acceptance of the music as it turns out does not, however, preclude the musicians,
during conversations afterwards, from wanting to ventilate their views on the musical
result, too. This is not unusual, either (see point H). Nor should such conversations be
allowed to be dominated by one person’s viewpoints. (see 9 Evaluation)

L. As aresult of directing:

1- the room for spontaneous processes of evolution is reduced, as is the individual
creativity of a majority of the players (in the worst case, to merely reading notes, if one
does revert to the normative organization of the “classical” big band) (Jost 1994)

2- details in the the playing become secondary (as long as it is the ‘right sort of musical
component’) (Pignon 1992).

These viewpoints are really self-explanatory. If a process is directed, the space for spon-
taneous developmental processes must necessarily be limited to the scope of the directing
framework. If a process is directed, then the participating musicians must necessarily limit
and adapt their creativity to the directing conditions and cannot be fully creative, not
even within the framework of their own limitations. This is especially evident in such a
relatively strictly directed process as playing written notes. (point 1)
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If a process is directed, the details of the playing must, necessarily, comprise “the right
sort of musical component”, where “right” is included within the directing conditions and
the rest is not. (point 2)

M. Imposed structures make large ensemble improvisation kind of easier, but it also sort of
misses the point [of free improvisation] (Bailey/Martin 1996).

An improvisation orchestra neither needs to nor should want to emulate the structural effects
and cohesive strategies employed by composed music (which allows the tender flower of

improvisation to flourish more readily) (Fell 1998).

I do not believe, from the reasoning above, that imposed structures necessarily make large
ensemble improvisation simpler, but I do share Bailey’s opinion that they miss the point of
free ensemble improvisation.

It is better, like Fell, to accept that the music in a large free improvisation ensemble
“neither needs to nor should want to” be like composed music (and why should it?), i.e. be
bound by any form of directing, and instead let it flourish as easily and as readily as it can
on its own terms. The same reasoning applies to small free improvisation ensembles as well.

Directing of any kind, and in all its forms, makes free ensemble improvisation, to
various degrees, into something other than free ensemble improvisation. The only form of
directing that I really think is acceptable is to have a selective choice of co-musicians, with
good musical maturity, and not in the form of what they should play. (cf. 7 Intuitive
music, 14.3 Mixed forms)

N. Large ensembles need:

1- some type of limits (Hodginson, Fell, Hayward & England 2003)

2- alarger measure of musical organization and preplanning than smaller groups
(Jost 1994)

3- more than smaller groups, a detailed referent to achieve overall coherence, and to avoid
co-existing rather than inter-relating streams (Pressing 1984).

The only form of directive limitation (points 1-3) that is consistent with free ensemble
improvisation is, as noted above, to have a selective choice of participating musicians with
good musical maturity; not notes, referents, conductors and normative organizations, etc.
Such a form of directing contributes to reaching an all-encompassing concord and to
avoid mere “co-existing”, in favour of “inter-relating streams”. Apart from logistical
questions, such organizing and preplanning are the preferable forms of directing limi-
tations and are what give the best result from the point of view of free ensemble
improvisation. Finally, the ultimate referents, and the only ones that are needed, are the
musical gestures in themselves, that is, one’s own and those of the other co-musicians.
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6.2 HOW FREE IMPROVISATION COMES ABOUT
6.2.1 Listening
REFERENCES

Barry Truax has, according to Borgo (1999), “described three general modes of engaging
with the acoustic soundscape: listening-in-search, listening-in-readiness, and background
listening”.> (pp. 79-80)

Background listening “occurs continuously when we are not listening for a particular
sound . . . where the listener is actively engaged in some other activity”. (p. 80)

Listening-in-readiness implies for Truax a “state of attention to receive “significant”
audio information and familiar sounds-associations built up over time that may be readily
identified”. (p. 80)

Listening-in-search means that “one scans the acoustic soundscape for particular
sounds, attempting to extract or create meaning from their production or the environ-
ment’s response to the sounds produced”. Listening-in-search “is the active and openly
receptive stance advocated by most practicing free improvisers and committed fans of the
music”. (p. 80)

Ensemble improvisation succeeds, according to Bradlyn (1991), as music “only to the
extent that listening achieves equal status with playing”. (p. 23)

And further that “the better listeners we are, the better our playing will be, regardless
of our technical expertise or instrumental virtuosity”. (p. 26)

In Sonic Meditations, Pauline Oliveros distinguishes between two kinds of attention:
“focal (linear, sequential, directed) and global (diffuse, non-linear)”, and regards them as
“complementary processes which are incorporated in activities for both musicians and
non-musicians”.® (Briggs 1986: 5)

The improvisational process demands, according to Nunn (1998), “intense concentration
on the music as it happens (as well as some level of technical proficiency)”, and an intense
listening to the whole. One must not be so focused on what one is “responsible for”
individually that there is “little or no attention to the potential music, itself”. Even if this
might seem elementary, “it is perhaps the greatest hurdle, initially, in learning to free
improvise”. (pp. 70-71)

For him “it is an easy fact to verify that most free improvisers consider listening as a
major, if not the most important, skill an improviser can have”. This skill “goes beyond
instrumental technique; it goes beyond compositional acumen”. (p. 87)

Barry Truax. The Listener. Musicworks, 1986, 35:13-16.

6 Urbana, lllinois: Smith Publications, 1974.
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We do not listen just as much to every sound in the music. Our listening is focused so that
the listening is tuned to a special detail in the total musical field. The listening can also
shift focus so that it is directed from one sound to another, even if both sounds occur
simultaneously. The rest of the music forms a background to the figure one is listening to.
(The Radio Conservatory [Radiokonservatoriet] 1968b: 26)

SUMMARIES AND REFLECTIONS

Before I comment on the types of listening mentioned above, I would like to give my
opinion about my own listening.

I differentiate between musical and non-musical sounds. The non-musical sounds consist
of audience noise, traffic noise, the clink of porcelain, to name but a few examples. By
musical sounds, I mean those sounds that come from the playing of the ensemble
members, and that I understand as intended to be part of the ensemble playing.

*Stockfelt (1997) speaks of hearing away as a way to refrain from hearing sounds
that disturb the listening one is focused on. (p. 45)

Specialists in music do this the same way. They also choose a listening mode and listening

object in order to hear what they intend to hear. They even choose, on account of their

» o«

intentions and knowledge, to class sounds as “right”, “irrelevant” or “disturbing”. They learn
to ‘hear away’ the irrelevant sounds, and they learn to tolerate the disturbing sounds, as long

as they do not become too powerful in relation to the sounds they want to find in the music.
(p-81)

[Specialisterna pa musik gor pd samma vis. Ocksa de viljer lyssnarmodus och lyssnarobjekt
for att fa hora det som de avser att hora. Ocksé de viljer, pa grund av sina avsikter och
kunskaper, att klassa ljud som “riktiga”, “ovidkommande” eller ”st6rande”.

De ovidkommande ldr de sig att borthora fran och de storande lar de sig att tolerera om de

bara inte blir alltfor kraftiga i férhallande till de ljud som de vill finna i musiken. (s. 81)]

I almost always “hear away” the non-musical sounds, if they are not already drowned by
the musical sounds, and they usually do not affect the music but only maybe disturb my
concentration. This is not to say that these sounds could not be internalized in the
ensemble playing. (The only example of internalization that I can remember, though, is a
concert where the sound of a listener’s oxygen tank consciously became part of a quiet and
rhythmically-broken end to an improvisation.)

What I hear when I listen to the musical sounds are, based on the sounds/pauses,
gestures and relations between gestures. Indirectly, and in a longer temporal perspective, I
also hear sections, including transitions between these sections, and, to a certain extent,
even relations between sections.

Sounds/pauses have properties. By properties, I mean values within the parameters
length+, strength and height. (‘Height” is used synonymously with the more narrow
‘pitch’, since it is my experience that even different instruments without a fixed pitch,
such as, for example, cymbals and drums, have different ‘heights’. Pauses only have the
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property of length, and the length of the sound/pause is written as length+ here. ‘Length’
is used synonymously with duration, and ’strength’ is used synonymously with
loudness/volume.) I use these parameters because they are the basis of my own impro-
vising.

In this perspective, gestures can be seen as (different) value series within these
parameters. A value series is determined by the included values’ size, number and order.
Value series can be successive over time or entirely/partly simultaneous. I can discern the
parameter values for length+, strength and height more or less exactly or approximately.

Sound also has sound colour (or here, just colour). By colour properties, I mean
instrument (names), individual instruments or combinations of instruments, and
(descriptions of) timbre / timbre shifts within the framework of the respective instrument’s
possibilities. Colour does not, however, influence my improvising to any greater extent
(the instruments serve primarily as a medium to identify who plays what, and timbre
primarily as only a ‘sound spice’), which is why I have not included colour among the
parameters above (see however 6.1.2 Ensemble, and 6.1.4 Ensemble size — large ensembles
— directing, about negative colour effects). Yet another reason for this is that colour is
apparently instrument-specific, while the above parameters apply to to all instruments,
which, from my perspective, makes colour less interesting than length+, strength and
height, even from an analytical point of view.

Gestures can also be seen as value difference series within the named parameters, that is, as
curves within the respective parameter. A value difference series (curve) is determined by
the size of the included value differences, their direction (up = positive value difference,
down = negative value difference, straight = no value difference), number and order. Even
value difference series can be successive over time or entirely/partly simultaneous.

*What the listener hears “is not dependent upon the pitches or exact rhythm, but
rather upon other factors, such as the shape /.../ of the phrase”.
(Westendorf 1994: 94)

*The concept of musical contour has great importance.

For instance there are interesting studies showing that contours of melodies can often be
more readily recalled and for longer periods, than their precise intervallic structure. /.../ Any
musical material has a contour which can be recognised, whether it’s a rising phrase in a

melody, or a rapid pulse. (Dean 1989:5)

If gestures are not played slowly enough and/or repeated enough times, I can seldom in
real-time have the time to discern gestures more than as curves, or as “shapes”, or as “con-
tours” within different parameters. (see 6.2.2 Process)

I can also discern sounds in themselves as value difference series, as curves, within the
parameters strength and height over the length of the sound. (see 19.2.1 Complementary
material under the term heading: Properties, appendix A2 Gesture processing alternatives)
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I divide relations into material and functional relations. I define material relations as
similarity-dissimilarity with regard to values / value differences or value series / value
difference series, possibly in terms of repetition, variation or contrast. I define functional
relations as musical functions in terms of foreground-middleground-background or just
foreground-background. Relations can be established intentionally or unintentionally;
whether one wants to or not, a gesture gets relations to other gestures.

*Westendorf defines a gesture as “a musical thought or entity complete unto itself”
that can “vary in length, style (or type), articulation, tone, dynamic quality, rhythm,
pitch, etc.” (Westendorf 1994: 91)

*Reinholdsson feels that “a musical gesture may include any tone or combination of
tones which are marked off as a unitary event (with beginning and end)”.
(Reinholdsson 1998: 130)

I share these views and by “gesture” quite simply mean what I hear and perceive as being a
gesture, and where I, as mentioned above, often hear the gesture’s form (curvature) within
different parameters more than its exact parameter values. I define a gesture as an intuitive
selection of sounds/pauses. Thus, gesture and sound can coincide so that a gesture can con-
sist of only one sound. Gestures can be individual or collective, with successive or
entirely/partly simultaneous sounds/pauses. In the same way that there can be pauses
between the sounds in a gesture, there can also be pauses between gestures. The term
gesture here includes/replaces the perhaps more common term motive.

A section is a larger part of an improvisation that is, in at least one aspect, discernible
in relation to the preceding and following sections. Analogous to the definition of the
term gesture, I define a section as an intuitive selection of gestures. A section and a gesture
can thus, analogous to the relation between a gesture and a sound, coincide so that a
section can consist of only one gesture. Gestures in a section can be successive or entirely/
partly simultaneous.

One difference between gestures and sections is that the former, as opposed to the
latter, can overlap over time, since more than one musician is generally active at the same
time in ensemble improvisation (see appendix A3 Number of cases of overlapping for
ranges). This naturally complicates the listening to gestures and the relations between
gestures (see 6.2.4 Ways of interaction - relations - complexity). Since the transition from
one section to the next, however, takes some time, one can perhaps see a certain
overlapping even between two adjacent sections during the course of the transition. This is
because the later section may be started on, through the activities of certain musicians,
before the earlier one is finished by the the remaining musicians (see 6.2.4 Ways of
interaction - relations — complexity, 17 Free improvisation - system analogies).

*Nunn sees “gestural continuity/integrity” as “the overall articulative, generative
character of CONTENT in free improvisation” and “segmental form” as “the overall
formal characteristic of CONTENT, as a reflection of the structural character of
Gestural Continuity/Integrity.” A section can be thought of as a “formal gesture”,
which articulates a particular musical character. Together, these “formal gestures”

58



FREE ENSEMBLE IMPROVISATION

tend to create “Segmental Form” consisting of “numerous sections with specific
musical character adjacent to one another via Transitions”. (Nunn 1998: 53-54)

Gestures represent for me not only “the overall articulative, generative character of
CONTENT in free improvisation”, but I also see them as formal units in themselves, and,
together with sections, as the most important and really the only formal units in free
ensemble improvisation. Thus, for me, gestures and sections together constitute “the
overall formal characteristic of CONTENT” in free ensemble improvisation, where
gestures form sections and sections form “segmental form”. Both of these formal units
can, if necessary, be divided into sub-gestures and sub-sections respectively, or be put
together to form meta-gestures and meta-sections, respectively.

I see the interplay between gestures and sections as more complicated than the latter
only reflecting “the structural character of Gestural Continuity/Integrity” since a section
can include gestures that have a number of divergent structural and musical characters
compared to the section as a whole. This mean